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      The fall of the Star Cross Throne marked the end of the Golden Era. The galaxy descended into a dark, violent age.

      Decades of peace marked fleeting interludes between centuries of war.  And hidden in the deepest depths of space lay the First Ones - ancient beings of unthinkable power and unknowable appetites…

      Upon this tapestry of chaos and conflict, one man arose.  A slave from the dusty, windswept worlds of the outer reaches. His travels shaped history. His adventures became legends.

      Wielding a plasma axe and an iron will, the man known as Talon would carve his own path to destiny…

      
        
        Jord’n Tomas, Dominion Chronicler
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        UNCLAIMED PLANETARY BODY

        (UCB 229-71B)

        Disputed Space, Dominion Border

      

      

      A beam of light pierced the murky gloom of the underground chamber. It cut through the dust and debris in the air, and cast crimson shadows over the vertical rock walls. The glow from the beam intensified. Its flickering red light revealed a series of carvings... faint tracings worn down by time and the elements. The ancient symbols and figures adorned the stone walls of a circular shaft. The murals curved away into the darkness, their makers lost to the mists of time.

      Then, with a sizzling hiss, the energy lance sliced through the stone overhead. Tiny chips of rock flew away from the intense beam, as it traced the edges of a stone slab that capped the shaft. The rock fragments rattled and bounced as they plunged into the shadowy depths.

      The sound of heavy boots stomping on the slab echoed through the darkness. A massive section of the stone fell away, striking the bottom of the shaft with a tremendous crash. Coils of rope slid through the new opening. Within seconds, three figures in sealed environmental suits rappelled down the shaft. Lights mounted on their helmets danced across the strange hieroglyphics that surrounded them. The hiss of their breathing apparatus echoed through the confined space.

      The shaft descended into a vast, domed chamber. One by one, the figures’ boots struck the bottom. They paused for a moment, checking the blinking displays mounted to their wrists. Pits and scrapes marred the exterior of each suit. Their red and orange paint had faded after decades of use in hostile environments. Sandstorms, methane gas and sulfur winds had scoured away most of the suits’ ID markings, but the name plates stamped below each helmet were still legible.

      One of the crew stepped away from the rope. Their lights swept across a cracked, decaying mural carved into the dome-like wall. The tag on her suit read ‘BECK’.

      “When you said the readings here were strange, you weren't joking,” she said. She whistled as her light revealed more of the chamber. “These markings, the architecture… I’ve never seen anything like it. Rydan, did you sweep—”

      “Yeah, carbon dating scan is finishing up,” Rydan replied, cutting her off. He turned to face her, his movements slow and awkward in the heavy suit. She could barely make out his features through the scuffed faceplate of his helmet. His skin was pale, and strands of fine blond hair were plastered to his face by sweat. “It’s taking longer than usual," he continued. "Nothing in these suits works right. Even the cooling systems are breaking down.”

      “That’s enough bitching,” the voice of the third figure crackled over their comm systems. “You want new suits? Well they don’t come cheap. Let’s make this a good haul.”

      The wrist unit on Rydan’s suit chirped. His eyes widened as he stared at the readings. “Captain, this… this can’t be right. The ship can’t translate these glyphs. There’s no record of anything like them in the data banks. And the age of these rocks… This is no lost colony or abandoned trading post. Airborne microbial counts indicate the atmosphere in here's been sealed for thousands of years, at least. Maybe longer.”

      The captain turned to face him. The name on his suit read ‘AROYAS’. He glared through his face-plate at Rydan. His eyes were deep brown, almost black. A hooked nose hung over his thin, sneering lips. Three angry pink scars ran across one of his cheeks.

      “Hundskak,” Aroyas cursed. “Check it again."

      The captain aimed his lights at a massive statue that dominated the center of the room. The sculpture depicted some kind of alien creature. It had crumbled and decayed, but Beck could make out a mass of reptilian scales, bat-like wings and curved claws. Even in its damaged state, it was monstrous and life-like. The upper half of the statue had fallen to the floor, and shattered into pieces. The remains towered over them in the vast, dark chamber.

      “Hope we don’t find one of those down here,” Beck said, gazing up at the monstrous statue. She paced around the crumbling rocks, examining a series of control panels that radiated from the base of the sculpture. “I don’t know what these instruments are for, but they seem too sophisticated for an ancient civilization. What race did you say lived here?”

      “No idea,” the captain said, pacing towards the eastern portion of the domed wall. “Whoever they were, they're long gone. All I know is, this place is old. And the first rule of salvage is, if it’s old, it’s valuable.”

      Rydan’s wrist unit beeped again. “Oh, it’s old all right, sir. This chamber predates the Star-Cross throne."

      “That’s pre-colonial history,” Beck said, squinting at the strange markings on the panels before her. The switch and buttons were dark and lifeless. No power or energy of any kind seemed to flow through the instruments, whatever they were.

      She glanced up at Rydan as he moved to the wall near Aroyas. “Pre-colonial? Before humans settled in this galaxy? That’s really old.”

      “Yeah,” he replied. “Really old. And really valuable." He brushed his gloved hands across the markings on the wall. A thin film of dust rose into the stagnant air.

      "Call in the haulers,” Aroyas grunted. “Whatever this stuff is, it’s a fair bet someone will fill our hold with chips for it.”

      Beck tapped the glowing display mounted to her wrist. A low hum vibrated across the ceiling. The noise grew louder, as a series of circular lights dove down the shaft towards them.

      A swarm of hauler mechs emerged from the opening and drifted in the air above them. Each unit was a compact pod, about the size of a human body. As they drifted through the air, their servo motors clicked and whirred. The units unfolded into large, insectile-looking bodies. Six metal leg clamps and a pair of glowing stabilizer wings emerged from each mech's body.

      Beck directed them with a signal beam from her wrist unit. Anything the light touched was “marked” for the hauler-bots’ sensors. The mechs grasped at the control panels with their spidery limbs. The metal groaned, as they tore the panels loose from the floor.

      Multiple haulers clamped on to the statue, while others grappled the shattered fragments that littered the floor. As they scouted the chamber, their anti-grav propulsion fields hummed and warbled. They strained to lift the heavy chunks of rock and debris into the darkness above.

      Rydan ignored the swarm of mechs. He continued inspecting the carvings that lined the chamber walls. He knelt down and aimed his lights through a dark crack that ran through one section of the carved mural.

      “Hey, check this out! These walls aren’t solid rock. There’s another chamber beyond this one.”

      He slipped a metal multi-tool from his belt, then placed it in the crack. “Think I can pry this panel out…” He grunted with exertion as he yanked on the tool, using it like a crowbar. Dust and a few tiny fragments shook loose, but the wall remained intact.

      “Captain, give me a hand,” he gasped.

      The older man chuckled. “I don’t think you understand the meaning of the word ‘Captain’. Help yourself, lad.”

      “Hold on Rydan,” Beck said, glaring at the captain as she bounced over to the struggling young man. “I’m coming.”

      Aroyas shrugged, and continued sweeping his lights around the chamber.

      “I got it, I got it,” Rydan muttered, his voice breaking up as a wave of distortion blasted over their comm systems. “Come on…”

      He yanked back again on the tool. A large chunk of stone crumbled away from the wall. He stumbled back, as falling rocks pelted his helmet. A cloud of dust billowed out of the dark hole.

      “Damn!” Rydan gasped, brushing the dust off his faceplate. "Almost cracked my helmet!” He peered through the new opening. “I was right! There’s another room back here!”

      Beck heard a high-pitched whine come from her wrist unit. She looked down and pressed the glowing display… She saw a small white dot rushing towards Rydan’s position.

      “Rydan, look out! Proximity sensors are picking up movement!”

      Rydan squinted and leaned forward into the dark hole. “I don’t see anything moving. But there is something back here. Looks like… coffins. Rows and rows of coffins!”

      The beeping at Beck’s wrist grew louder. “Rydan, don’t go in there!” She was running towards him as fast as she could, but the heavy suit slowed her movements.

      “Relax, I’m telling you, there’s noth— Ahhhhh!”

      His scream distorted and broke up over the comm system. Rydan’s body flew forward into the hole. The armored shoulders of his suit caught in the tight opening, and his body jerked and spasmed.

      Captain Aroyas spun around. “What the hell was that?” he demanded.

      “Something’s got Rydan!” Beck shouted back.

      She reached the trapped young man, and grabbed his wrist. She grunted as she pulled him back from the dark crevice. Before she could free him, she felt something pulling back… It was tugging on his body from the other side of the dark hole.

      Whatever it was, it was strong.

      She yanked at Rydan's arm again. More rock and stone crumbled away, and Rydan flew out of the hole. He hit the ground, writhing in pain. Beck gasped… there was something squirming, clinging to the man's chest. Before she could get a good look at it, Rydan flipped over onto his stomach, kicking up clouds of dirt and debris from the ground with his thrashing.

      The captain rushed to her side. He drew his sidearm, and aimed the heavy pistol at the man’s twitching body. Beck slapped his arm away.

      “Are you crazy? If you miss you could kill him at this range!”

      She kicked Rydan’s body with her boot, rolling him over in the dust.

      She gasped in horror… Some kind of creature gripped his chest, locked onto his body with six armor-plated limbs. The thing’s body resembled a cross between a rat and a scorpion, but it was far larger than either. Tufts of brown fur sprouted between the segments of its chitinous scale plates. Its three glowing red eyes peered up at Beck and Aroyas. The beast’s front claws slashed at the seams of Rydan’s suit, seeking the warm flesh within.

      “Vermirak!” Aroyas shouted. “Big one!”

      Beck kicked the creature with her boot, but its legs remained clamped around the man’s body. She kicked again. “Let go of him, you—”

      The vermirak swung its narrow, fanged snout towards her and snarled, revealing rows of needle-sharp teeth. It hissed like a serpent, and recoiled from her blows. But it did not release its prey.

      Rydan screamed as the thing’s front claws smashed against his faceplate, battering at him in a whirlwind frenzy. Tiny cracks appeared in the transparent plate.

      “Beck," Rydan cried out. "Please, help me!”

      “To blazes with this,” Aroyas muttered. He aimed his pistol and fired. A loud whine echoed off the domed walls as the gun spat a crackling energy bolt towards the creature. The shot missed the creature and burned a gash in the mesh fabric around Rydan’s leg. The creature continued beating at his helmet with its glistening claws.

      “You punctured his suit!” Beck shouted. “Get a patch!”

      As Aroyas fumbled to open a utility pouch on his belt, Beck slid the barrel of a heavy-duty tool from brackets on the back of her suit.

      “Rydan, hold still!” she ordered. A shriek of pain was his only response. Beck held the heavy device like a jackhammer. She aimed it towards the lump of fur and scales that thrashed on Rydan’s chest.

      With a loud pop, Rydan's faceplate shattered beneath the onslaught of the creature’s blows. The young man's eyes bulged as oxygen rushed from his suit. His mouth gaped open in a silent scream, and his tongue swelled. The claws tore into his exposed face, sending torrents of blood into the air.

      Cursing, Beck pressed the control trigger in her right hand. The energy lance hummed to life. Once again, its crimson glow pierced the shadows as a meter long energy beam leapt from its muzzle.

      The beam pierced the vermirak’s hide. The thing wailed in pain, and ceased its assault on Rydan’s face. It released his body and tried to scamper away but Beck stomped on it with her boot, holding it in place. She struggled to control the heavy lance, making sure the glowing blade of energy didn’t cut into Rydan’s body. Smoke rose from the thrashing beast’s carcass. Beck could smell its cooking flesh, even through the air scrubbers in her suit.

      The creature stopped moving. She cut power to the lance, and the high-pitched whine died down to a low hum. The beam disappeared.

      Rydan’s body lay still and motionless in the dust.

      Beck shot a glance over her shoulder at Aroyas. “Where the hell is that patch?”

      The older man shook his head. “You can’t patch a helmet, Beck. It’s over. One less split for our bounty.”

      The woman stared at Rydan’s body. His bloated tongue lolled from his savaged mouth. His eyes stared forward, wide and unseeing. The vermirak lay sprawled across his chest, smoke drifting from the gash in its armored hide.

      The captain removed a small cylinder from his belt, and tossed it into the dark opening in the wall. A brilliant green light flooded the chamber beyond. They heard scurrying legs chitter across the rocks.

      “Damn vermiraks," Aroyas hissed, peering into the dim green shadows. “Bastards can breath anything, even the sulfur and methane gasses down here. They love caves, tombs, dark places. Rydan should have known better."

      "You've encountered them before?" Beck asked.

      Aroyas looked back at her. He turned his head, letting the dim green light highlight his scars. His lips curled into a grin. "How do you think I got my beauty marks?"

      He turned back to the hole, and fired his pistol several times into the darkness. The shimmering bolts exploded against the walls of the hidden chamber, sending pebbles and rocks tumbling to the ground.

      “That should scare away the rest of 'em,” Aroyas said. “Let’s see what Rydan found back here. Bring a hauler.”

      He stepped into the darkness, pistol at the ready.

      Beck tapped the controls on her wrist, and one of the floating haulers swooped towards her. She gestured into the hole. The mech floated ahead, following Aroyas through the opening. Wielding the heavy energy lance in a tight grip, she followed them into the darkness.

      The chamber beyond was even larger than the one behind them. Aroyas tossed several more plasma sticks ahead of them. Their brilliant green glow could not penetrate the darkness that shrouded the edges of the cavern.

      “By the haunted stars,” Aroyas whispered. "This place is huge.”

      Beck lowered her lance and pointed. “Look… Rydan said he saw coffins.”

      In the dim green light, row after row of frost-covered metal cylinders stretched into the distance, as far as the eye could see.

      Aroyas grinned, and lumbered towards the unmarked metal tubes. Small, darkened control panels protruded from the sides of each tube. The captain knelt beside a cylinder. He ran his fingers over a series of markings etched below the panel. They looked identical to those on the walls of the previous chamber.

      Beck stumbled as she hurried after him. She looked down, and saw thick bundles of cable ran along the cavern floor.

      Aroyas reached out with a gloved hand, and wiped the frost off the top of the cylinder. The shriveled, desiccated face of a corpse stared back at them through a clear viewing panel in the pod's lid.

      “They’re not coffins,” Aroyas said. “Or at least, they weren’t supposed to be. These are life pods. Whoever lived here fled to these pods, to survive a cataclysm or natural disaster. Must have lost power at some point. Iberron only knows how long they’ve been down here. Nothing but corpses now.”

      “Sir look…” Beck pointed at another row of the strange pods in the distance. “You said they lost power?”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “That one’s blinking”

      The captain turned and followed her gaze. Sure enough, beyond the perimeter of green light, a series of tiny yellow dots blinked on another pod in the distance.

      “Well I’ll be damned!” he muttered.

      Aroyas and Beck hurried towards the distant pod. The hauler mech hummed as it drifted after them. Beck glanced left and right as they moved, keeping an eye out for more of the deadly creatures that had attacked Rydan. She saw nothing else moving in the cavern, aside from their shadows shifting across the rocks.

      They approached the blinking pod. Unlike the others, it stood alone on a raised stone dais. The circular platform was several meters in diameter. More alien markings adorned the stone disk, tracing a ring around the pod.

      Aroyas stepped up onto the platform, and approached the lone pod. He wiped the frost off the viewing panel. The face underneath was different from the others. He was young, handsome.

      He was alive.

      The muscular young man inside the pod couldn't have been more than sixteen years-of-age. The skin on his face and shoulders was tan and supple. His eyes were closed, and his hair was long, thick and dark.

      Aroyas turned and winked at Beck. “We’ve got a live one. Get that hauler over here. Load it on the ship.”

      “What?” Beck gave him an incredulous stare. “We’re taking him?”

      Aroyas licked his lips, and hopped down off the platform. “Course we are.”

      Beck shook her head, and pointed the control beam at the pod. The hauler floated over it, and locked its legs around the cylinder. With a loud, mechanical grinding, the mech tore the pod free from its brackets in the rock, and lifted it into the air.

      She followed the captain as he strode towards the exit. The hauler hummed behind them. Green plasma sticks fizzled and died in their wake. Twin beams from the hauler's floodlights cast a narrow path, illuminating the way back through the darkness.

      The captain chuckled. “This stuff must be worth a fortune. Good haul, Beck.”

      “Not so good for Rydan,” she muttered.

      “He knew the risks when he signed up, same as you.” Aroyas growled. “Order the other haulers back to the ship. I want off this rock before the Salvage Guild notices we're here.”

      Beck tapped her wrist unit. They heard distant clanking as the haulers in the other chamber finished their work.

      “The body in the pod… he looks like he's just a kid," Beck said, as they stepped back through the crack in the wall. "What do you want with him?”

      “Waste not, want not, Beck,” Aroyas replied. He paced over to their lines. He ran a cord through the winch rig in his suit, then he winked at Beck and grinned. “I know a trader at Saludin Six who will pay a pretty penny for him. Fresh meat for the blood pits.”

      He tapped his wrist unit, and the winch hummed to life. He and Beck ascended back up the vertical shaft. The hauler rose beneath them, carrying its strange cargo clasped in its mechanical legs. As it flew up the shaft, its floodlights switched off.

      Once again the ancient chamber, and the dead within, were left shrouded in darkness.
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        AKAROS PLANETOID

        Outer Reaches, Tygon Dominion

        Ten years later…

      

      

      The corridor was dark and empty. Spatters of dried blood dotted the concrete floor. The sting of disinfectant lingered in the air. Heavy walls muted the thundering cheers of the crowd outside, but they were still audible. Countless voices, bellowing in a thousand different tongues, rose and fell in a sonic wave. The bloodlust of the audience could not be contained.

      Footsteps echoed off the gray metal walls.

      A shadow rounded a bend in the hall. The footsteps grew louder. A young man approached a sealed hatch at the end of the narrow passage.

      He was human, and his age was difficult to guess. He moved with the easy gait of a youth, but he was tall and well-muscled. His skin held the bronze glow of one who had wandered under a dozen different suns. His hair was cut to a medium length, and a thick, dark curl hung down over his forehead. One of his eyes was a deep brown, dark and penetrating. His other eye was missing, replaced by a smooth red crystal. The crimson gem reflected the dim light from the glow-orbs overhead. It gleamed in the darkness, like a cat’s eye peering from the shadows.

      AROK NOK TOR! AROK NOK TOR! The chanting outside grew louder… it was almost time.

      SEMNAN SALURANG! SEMNAN SALURANG!

      The man grinned. He could pick out the words from the garbled mix of languages. He recognized the phrase in several tongues. Gerantian. Nimhanese. Torish. Although he had seen little of the galaxy, other than arenas like this one, he had taught himself several of the more common languages spoken in the Dominion.

      The words chanted over and over by the exuberant crowd were well known to him…

      TALON THE SLAYER! TALON THE SLAYER!

      They were screaming his name.

      He reached the large, circular hatch, and stopped. A red beam of light fell upon him. He rolled his shoulders, stretching the massive cords of muscle that ran down his back and along his arms.

      The beam scanned him, traveling up and down his face and body.

      “SUBJECT CONFIRMED,” A loud mechanical voice crackled over a speaker. “FIRST NAME TALON. LAST NAME: NONE. DOMINION SLAVE LICENSE 0091178B. PROPERTY OF RUFA OMDURA. NO CONSENT REQUIRED.”

      The red light disappeared. A digital countdown blinked to life over the hatch.

      10… 9… 8…

      “PREPARE TO ENTER THE ARENA.”

      The man known as Talon tightened the straps that ran across his chest. He pulled the plates of armor snug around his body, and slipped a metal helmet over his face. His crimson eye glowed through the open face guard, reflecting the lights above.

      7… 6… 5…

      He clenched and unclenched his fists. He felt like he always did before entering the arena. A rush of blood pulsed through his veins. A surge of adrenaline coursed through his body.

      How many times? he wondered.

      How many times had he spilled blood in this arena, or others like it?

      Despite his young age, he had lost count long ago.

      But tonight, his victory in the area would bring a sweeter prize than crystal chips, or even glory. Tonight he was fighting for his freedom. Tonight, he would be victorious. Tonight, he would win.

      Or he would die.

      Victory or death…

      4… 3… 2… 1…

      “GLORY TO THE DOMINION. GLORY TO YOUR MASTER. GLORY TO THE DEAD. FIGHT WELL. DIE WELL. ENTER THE ARENA.”

      A harsh green light flooded the corridor. He squinted, as a cloud of vapor belched from the hatch’s ancient hydraulic vents.

      He heard a voice shouting above the crowd outside, magnified by the arena’s speakers. The announcer spoke Galactic Standard, the common tongue understood by all in the Dominion.

      “Ladies, gentlemen, and other beings… the wait is over! I give you your champion! I give you the one, the only… TALON THE SLAYER!”

      The mist turned bright red. With a metallic rumble, the hatch slid open. Talon charged forward. His feet pounded down a metal ramp, and into a vast pit of sand.

      The crowd’s cheer was deafening. It was like thunder, and the sand beneath his feet seemed to vibrate from the waves of sound.

      The clear dome overhead allowed the distant stars to shine through. Akaros, the arena's planetoid, was a lump of desolate rock. It hung in a precarious orbit around twin suns, which somehow left the arena’s hemisphere plunged in perpetual night.

      As he ran, Talon did not look up at the pinpoints of light that shimmered through the dome. He focused on his enemies.

      More hatches were opening at various points around the arena. A horde of dark, spindly bodies lurched into the oval ring of sand. They stood upright like men, but Talon noticed they moved with a jerky, mechanical gait.

      Combat mechs, he thought. His opponents were soulless automatons, programmed to battle to the death.

      Gritting his teeth, Talon increased his pace, and reached down to his belt. With a smooth, fluid motion, he drew twin scimitar swords from their sheaths, and whirled them through the air. A thin line of blue fire seemed to dance along the edge of the blades. Cryocite, a crystal harder than any metal known to man, lined the weapons' cutting surfaces. He had sharpened the blades himself, blasting them to a fraction of a molecule’s width. With enough force, they could cut through almost anything.

      Talon and the horde of mechs were all running towards the same point in the arena… A massive stepped pyramid, rising up from the sand. The towering structure nearly touched the dome above. The pyramid's metal blocks shimmered like polished mirrors, reflecting the light of the massive glow orbs hovering above the crowd.

      Talon sucked in great lungfuls of breath and increased his pace. His muscular legs were a blur as they drove him forward across the sand. He reached the pyramid, leapt up and raced along the steep inclined surface.

      He heard the metallic clank as a pair of mechs climbed the structure to his left. Running around the edge of the pyramid, he dipped low, and swung his swords. He grunted with exertion as he slashed the razor sharp blades across a pair of mechs climbing up the side. The robots stared up at him with lifeless, skeletal faces. Their glowing eyes showed no sign of fear or anger, as he severed their arms at the elbow joints. They fell down, crashing into the hot sand below.

      Talon laughed, and leapt up another row of steps on the pyramid. He looked towards the peak of the deadly structure… He knew that was where his prize lay. He had to make it to the top.

      The crowd roared with excitement. He heard footsteps, clanking behind him. More mechs were crawling up after him. Time to move.

      As he climbed the pyramid the steps became larger, taller… He could no longer run up the sides. Now he had to pull himself up and over each gleaming cliff. The muscles in his shoulders and arms bulged as he dragged himself farther up the structure.

      Suddenly, he felt cold, metal fingers dig into his ankle. One of the mechs had wrapped its claws around his leg, and was pulling him back down. Talon roared in fury, and kicked at the skull-like face of his attacker. The servo motors in the mech’s neck clicked and buzzed, as it struggled to compensate for Talon’s powerful blows.

      Talon released his hold on the step and dropped, letting his full weight slam into his attacker.

      They both fell to the step below. Talon rolled to his feet and lashed out with one of his swords. The mech raised its arm, blocking the attack with a blade mounted to its limb.

      Talon took a step back, and swung his twin blades forward in a scissoring motion. They sliced off the mech's hand at the wrist. The robot stumbled to its feet, beeping and clicking as it computed a new strategy.

      Talon heard more clanking steps… Another robot was approaching from behind.

      Bellowing a fierce war cry, he held out his arms and spun both blades in a wide circle. Sparks flew from the robots on either side of him, as the weapons cleaved off both their heads.

      Kicking one of the decapitated mechs forward, Talon watched as it tumbled over the edge of the pyramid. It fell into another pair of robots that had just climbed up from below. The mass of tangled metal limbs rolled to the ground, and thrashed in sand.

      Talon leapt up and grabbed the edge of the next step. He was more than halfway up the pyramid now…

      More than halfway to freedom.

      Looking down, he saw a swarm of mechs converging up the pyramid. They scurried beneath him, like fire ants crawling around a nest.

      Too slow, you mechanical bastards!

      As he pulled himself over the next ledge, he heard the hiss of sliding metal… He moved without thought, trusting instincts he had honed in more battles than he could count.

      He rolled sideways, moving along the edge of the step, as a panel in front of him slid open. A bank of pulse cannons emerged from within the pyramid. The weapons fired, emitting a barrage of energy beams from their glowing muzzles.

      Talon sprang to his feet, just as another of the deadly metal opponents clanked around the edge of the pyramid. It stood before him, staring him down with its inhuman, glowing eyes.

      Again moving on instinct rather than conscious thought, he darted to the right. As he moved, the mech swung its arm-mounted blade. The weapon whistled through the air where Talon’s head had been moments before.

      The blade struck his shoulder armor. The powerful servos in the robot’s arm drove the blade down, cracking through the plate. Talon felt the razor sharp blade bite into his flesh. Blood sprayed across the mech’s glowing eyes.

      Talon winced, but he did not cry out. He stabbed his blades forward, but the mech pivoted out of the way, dodging the blow.

      The two combatants perched on the edge of the ledge, trading blows back and forth. More mechs clamored up the steps beneath them.

      Talon thrust up his swords in a cross, blocking another downward slash. Beads of sweat dripped down his face. Again, he heard a metallic hiss come from the pyramid's walls… another panel was opening behind them.

      Knocking his opponent’s weapon away, he grabbed the mech by the chest plate, and pulled it to the ground. Rolling over, he heaved the mech’s body above him, using his powerful legs to push the robot into the air.

      A high-pitched whine filled the air. Another bank of pulse cannons emerged from behind the panel. They hummed as they powered up, and prepared to fire.

      WHRRRRRRRRR….

      The thrashing mech swung its blade one more time. Talon roared in pain as the weapon opened up a deep gash in his arm. But he did not release his hold.

      The pulse canons fired. Lying prone on the ground, Talon’s body was below the spray of deadly beams. He lifted the robot higher. The glowing beam of force struck the mech’s head and chest, melting it to slag in an instant.

      The weapons powered down. Talon tossed the lifeless metal corpse over the edge. Below him, the other robots were swarming up the pyramid on all sides now. Their metal claws and blades reached up towards him.

      Ignoring the throbbing agony in his shoulder and arm, Talon stepped over to the smoking barrels of the pulse cannons. Wrapping his arms around one of the cooling weapons, he set his feet in place, and yanked upwards. The weapon's mount groaned as it bent, but the canon remained locked in place.

      Talon pulled harder. The cords of muscle along his arms and back popped taut like bundles of steel cable. With a wrenching scream, the weapon tore loose from its mooring.

      The swarm of combat mechs surged up the sides of the pyramid. Their armored claws grasped at Talon’s legs. The gladiator hefted the massive, sparking canon, and shoved his hand inside the torn metal housing. He felt his way through the mass of tangled wires and glowing circuits. Finally, he found a thick, torn bundle of cables, connected to a small bank of power crystals.

      There, he thought. The actuator relay…

      Balancing the heavy canon's barrel against his free arm, Talon whirled around. He aimed the smoking nozzle of the weapon at the nearest swarm of mechs clawing at his feet. With his other hand, he squeezed the sparking wires together, forcing them to make contact.

      The weapon blazed to life, piercing the air with another barrage of deadly beams.

      Roaring with laughter, Talon swung the canon around, mowing down wave after wave of the surging robots. The powerful beams sliced the mechs into pieces. Severed limbs and molten torsos went tumbling down the sides of the pyramid.

      “That’s it you mechanical dogs!” he shouted. “Keep coming!”

      Up in the stands, the crowd roared and cheered. Hundreds of spectators leapt to their feet or hovered in the air, struggling to get a look at the pyrotechnic display below.

      Talon made his way around the pyramid, sweeping his fire and picking off more mechs on the far side. “Have at me!" he shouted. “Come and meet your maker!”

      Finally, the glowing crystals inside the cannon's guts flickered, then dimmed. He had depleted the power cells. The weapon emitted a low groan, and ceased firing.

      Despite the piles of metal limbs and twitching wreckage below, the robots were still coming. More mechs surged from the open portals surrounding the arena. Another mechanical opponent clanked over the edge of Talon’s perch. It raised its blade to strike.

      Roaring an unintelligible curse, Talon swung the now useless canon. He bashed the weapon's barrel into the mech’s head, toppling it over the edge.

      Talon dropped the weapon. Ignoring the pain in his shoulder, he spun around and jumped up, grabbing the ledge of the next step.

      Almost there… almost to the top!

      The clank and whir of the enemy grew louder… The mechanical horde was relentless. They were swarming towards him from all sides.

      The sides of the pyramid grew more and more narrow as he neared the top. He heard the clanking of metallic steps opposite him. He raced around and found another mech reaching up for the next step, preparing to climb to the peak.

      Grabbing the machine's leg, Talon yanked the robot down. As the mech crashed into the lower step, Talon’s blade swung through the air, and plunged into the thing's armored skull. Sparks flew past him, and the glowing eyes set in the mech's skeletal face dimmed. The mechanical body slumped against the side of the pyramid.

      Talon tried to pull his blade free, but it stuck in the sparking mech.

      No matter, he thought… Soon I’ll have no need of it.

      Using the fallen mech’s shoulder as a step, he climbed up to the final ledge. His wounds burned with white-hot agony. Talon gritted his teeth, pulled himself over the edge. He stood at the top of the towering structure.

      The cheers of the crowd rose even louder, drowning out all other sound. Talon could no longer hear the clanking of the mechs, or even his own panting breath.

      All he heard was his name.

      TALON THE SLAYER! TALON THE SLAYER!

      The top of the pyramid was a circular platform, only a few meters in diameter.

      A weapon rod floated above the platform, surrounded by a shaft of light. The shaft was about a meter long, and studded with various power cells and magnetic control flanges. It hung suspended in an anti-grav lifter field.

      Talon’s lips curled into a grim smile. He dropped his remaining scimitar, letting the weapon clatter to the ground.

      He spotted the claws of another mech, grasping at the edge of the platform. A skeletal head rose into view, staring up at him with its unblinking eyes.

      The horde was coming…

      Racing forward, Talon reached into the shaft of light. He felt a tingle as the lifter field touched his flesh.

      His fist wrapped around the handgrip of the strange, ornate rod. He pulled it free, and lifted it above his head. As loud as the crowd’s cheering was, it rose to an even greater crescendo as he activated the weapon.

      A plasma blade, glowing as bright as a miniature sun, arched from the top of the weapon.

      The beam of light surrounding him turned red.

      Massive glowing numbers glowed to life on the dome overhead.

      10… 9… 8…

      Talon raced to the edge of the platform. The blade of the plasma axe crackled and hummed as he swung it in a wide arc. He had taken the pyramid, rose to the highest point.

      Now he had to hold it… The seconds were counting down.

      The glowing axe emitted a whining hum, as its blade melted through metal and super-heated the air around it. A wave of mechs swarmed onto the platform, looming over the powerful gladiator. The metal bodies piled up, scrambling over themselves as they reached for him… They grasped at him with their claws, and swung their blades at his flesh.

      Then the horde of enemies broke and gave way, as his glowing axe made short work of his clanking opponents. The weapon tore through the mech's arms and legs, leaving sparking stumps in its wake… Twitching debris showered the floor of the arena. The plasma blade left a trail of orange fire as it sliced through the air.

      7… 6… 5…

      Almost there… Droplets of sweat poured down his face, and stung his eyes.

      He swung the axe wildly, fighting on instinct. Whirling, spinning, jabbing…

      A mech's blade slashed across his arm. Another struck his leg. His blood spilled across the platform, trickling over the edge like droplets of crimson rain.

      Swinging behind him, his axe took off the head of his nearest assailant… He dipped low, and let the weapon continue its arc, chopping the legs from underneath a mech to his right.

      4… 3… 2…

      As he recovered his balance, another mechanical opponent rose up from the twisted metal carcasses. It towered over him, its long, razor-sharp blade poised to strike.

      Talon’s war cry drowned out the cheering crowd. He swung his axe overhead. The pulsing blade descended, cleaving the mech from skull to sternum. Sparks exploded through the air, as the two halves flew apart. They tumbled in different directions, falling down the sides of the pyramid.

      The red beam of light turned brilliant blue. A burst of triumphant music flooded the speakers. The remaining mechs froze in place, teetering and falling away from the lone warrior.

      The music faded. The crowd hushed. Silence fell over the arena. Then the speakers crackled back to life.

      “Your champion has triumphed once again! Talon the Slayer has won!”

      As the crowd burst into applause and cheers, Talon hefted the axe above his head. The pyramid lowered to the ground. Steam blazed from hydraulic vents as it slowly collapsed into itself. Talon remained standing. He ignored the pain from his wounds, the trails of blood and grease smeared across his limbs.

      He ignored the scalding steam blasting from the jets around him. He even ignored the crowd, as they chanted his name over and over.

      Everything faded into the background. A single thought raced through his mind, drowning out all other sensations…

      I did it…  I won.

      I am free…
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      Talon allowed a pair of guards to lead him through a dark tunnel beneath the arena. Although he towered over them in height, each guard wore head-to-toe battle armor. Heavy pulse rifles hung across their backs, and they wielded long, savage-looking neural pikes. Talon knew a single touch from the weapon's disruptor coils would flood his nerves with agonizing pain. He had experienced the stunning lash of such weapons before.

      So he forced himself to stare straight ahead, and kept his temper in check. He ignored the indignity of the restraints binding his wrists, and the cold metal tang of the collar around his neck. Soon enough, they would be a distant memory.

      Soon he would be free… Free to leave this desolate rock. Free to make his way through the stars that blazed across the arena’s eternal night sky.

      The guards approached an ornate, gilded door. The gleaming entrance was set into a gnarled rock wall, part of a network of caves running beneath the arena. The thin, gaseous atmosphere of the planetoid outside was toxic to most life forms. Talon had spent five years sealed in these catacombs, breathing recycled air from life support systems. The clear dome of the arena was his only view of the outside world.

      One of the guards touched a panel next to the door, and the golden panel slid into the rock. They led him forward into the large, spacious chamber beyond.

      The room smelled of perfume and scented oils. The sickly-sweet odor barely masked a damp, underlying scent of sweat and mold. Colorful silk tapestries hung from the walls. Glow orbs hovered overhead, bathing the chamber in soft, pale light. Talon heard whispering and laughter from the shadows.

      He turned, and saw a pair of Angelion courtesans roll across a circular bed. The massive piece of furniture dominated the far end of the chamber. The Angelions were a matched pair, one male, one female. Their pleasure-enhancing antenna pulsed with an inner light, and their shimmering gold skin reflected the glow orbs overhead. The pair looked up, and regarded him with half-lidded eyes. The female laughed and gave him an inviting smile. Then they turned their attention back to each other, their fingers tracing the curves of their naked, entwined bodies.

      A squat, heavyset figure strode into the room. A thick fur robe was belted around his rotund body. His curly purple hair was blown astray, mussed by the beams of a sonic shower, no doubt. His beady, piggish eyes darted from the pleasure slaves on the bed to Talon’s muscular body. He uttered an exaggerated sigh, and nodded to the guards.

      “Oh for Iberon’s sake, are those necessary?” His booming voice spoke with the authority of one used to being obeyed. “Release this great hero at once!”

      “Lord Omdura, I—” the guard’s hesitant voice crackled through the speaker in his helmet.

      “I said at once!”

      As the guards complied, the man known as Rufa Omdura waved his hand over a panel in the wall. The panel slid open, revealing a rack of crystal bottles. He removed a brilliant crimson decanter, pried out the stopper, and inhaled deeply.

      “Ah, Nova Centauri red. Join me, my boy! I promise, the swill in your quarters is nothing compared to this!”

      Talon rubbed his wrists, as the metal cuffs sprang loose and fell to the floor. One of the guards scooped them up. Then the pair stepped back, flanking the exit.

      “I am grateful for the luxuries you provide.” Talon forced himself to mind his manners. But his eyes glowered, and the impatience in his voice was impossible to mask. “But, it is time for me to leave. I am eager to be on my way.”

      Rufa handed Talon a glass of the shimmering liquid, then took a sip from his own goblet.

      “Patience boy, patience. What good is freedom if you don’t take time to savor the finer things in life?”

      Talon shrugged, and took a sip of wine. He glared at the squat, pacing man over the rim of his glass, then licked his lips and nodded. “It is good.”

      Rufa turned to the panting aliens writhing on his bed. “You hear that? Finest vintage in the galaxy, and that’s all he has to say. ‘It is good.’ Ha!”

      The Angelions tittered. Again, the female’s languid eyes darted across Talon’s muscular body and blood-streaked armor. Rufa squinted at her in irritation.

      “You two, leave us. I have business to discuss with the lad. It won’t do to have you distracting him.”

      The pair disentangled, and wrapped their golden-hued flesh in silks and sheets from the bed. They padded from the room, the female sparing a second to cast one last leering glance over her shoulder.

      Rufa shook his head. “It’s a good thing you made me a fortune tonight, my boy. I’ll end up spending most of it on the talents of those two lovelies.”

      “I hope you enjoy yourself, my lord. But as we agreed, it’s time for me to go.”

      Rufa nodded absent-mindedly. “Yes, yes, I remember. One hundred victories in the arena. Impressive tally. But you must realize, this arena, this planet… This is just a tiny rock, wobbling around the outer reach. The inner worlds, the heart of the Dominion… that’s where the real prize lies.”

      Talon took another sip of wine, and regarded Rufa like a cat, sizing up unknown prey. “I wouldn’t know. Nor do I care.”

      Rufa gestured with his glass, allowing the liquid to slosh over the rim and spatter the floor. “Don’t be so hasty. Think of it! Huge crowds, ten times the size of here. A hundred times! And the fighters there are soft, spoiled… They’re nothing like you. Why, you’d be a sensation! Talon the Slayer, savage warrior of the outer reaches!”

      “Rufa… we had a deal.”

      The corpulent man’s voice took on a sly, conspiratorial tone. “You’d get a cut of the purse, my boy. High General Kyr has his hands full with that upstart prince and his rebel forces. He needs entertainment like you. A spectacle, to keep his citizens occupied while he deals with that pretender to the throne. His supporters are all wealthy nobles, you know. They’d shower you in chips!” Rufa drank down a long gulp of wine, and wiped his mouth. His lips curled into a mischievous grin. “And their wives would pay double to visit your bed…”

      Talon set down his glass. After years of bloody combat, a decade in slavery, all the while fighting and killing for men like Rufa, he had developed a second sense for treachery. He felt his blood boil, and his eyes glowered with rage.

      “What have you done, Omdura? Why do you speak of this to me?”

      Rufa took a step backwards, and gulped down another sip of wine.

      “Now now, boy. I did it for your own good. Trust me, this is for the best. You’ll see. You—”

      Talon’s muscular arm shot out. His thick fingers wrapped around Rufa’s throat.

      “I have fought for you on this desolate rock for the last five years!" he said, his voice low and dangerous. "I’ve spilled blood, both my enemies’ and my own. I’ve slaughtered beasts and men, torn mechs asunder, and filled the pockets of your robe with chips of all colors.”

      “Gu… Gah…” the man’s reply was a gagging cough, as he struggled to breathe through Talon’s iron grip.

      Talon heard the guard's footsteps stomping behind him, but in his rage, he paid them no mind. His fist squeezed tighter around Omdura’s throat.

      “You fat, greedy little man… What have you done? Out with it!”

      Suddenly, he heard an energy discharge, crackling in the air behind his shoulder. Before he could turn, a wave of indescribable pain flooded his nerves. He could see nothing, hear nothing, feel nothing else… The agony overrode all other sensations.

      The neural pike swung again, striking the side of his head. He saw a brief white flash. It seemed to last no more than a second. But when his vision cleared, he was laying on the floor, with no memory of how he got there.

      Rufa bent over him, his sweating bulk supported by the two guards. He coughed and sputtered as he struggled to regain his breath.

      “You ingrate!” he snapped. “I should toss you back in the blood pits where I bought you from! I have given you everything… a place to live, the clothes on your back, weapons and training to fight! It was I who taught you to speak, taught you to read! And this is how you repay me?”

      Talon staggered to his feet.

      “I am your slave. Nothing you gave me came without a cost,” he growled. "And the price was my freedom."

      “Guards,” Rufa snapped.

      One of the guards touched a small, glowing panel on his belt.

      A wave of blue energy sprung from the collar around Talon’s neck, enveloping his body in a stasis field. He struggled to move… to strike the guards with his fists, or clench Rufa’s throat once more in his iron grip. But he was frozen in place. He could not even blink.

      Rufa stood before him and shook his head. “It didn’t have to be like this, Talon. This could be a good thing for you. You see, you’re no longer my slave. I’ve traded your contract. Did it weeks ago, before you earned tonight’s victory.”

      Talon struggled to form words, but the stasis collar held him in place. Even breathing was a struggle, and only shallow, ragged puffs of air entered his lungs.

      “A Lord of the Dominion, named Sartarus. He’s your new owner now. Why he wanted an outer world dreg like you is anyone’s guess, but he sent me the chips once he verified your scan. He paid me a hundred times what you’ve earned in this arena… no small sum, to be sure.”

      Talon forced his mouth to move, to form a single word. It was a titanic effort, as the field sapped all inertia and motion from his body.

      “Why?” he gasped.

      Rufa sighed. “My boy, the galaxy is complicated. Things aren't as simple as they may seem to you in the arena. And freedom… that is not within my power to give. Before each fight, you stand beneath the red beam. It scans you, confirms your identity, yes?”

      Talon was silent, unable to muster enough strength for even a curse.

      Rufa nodded. “It’s called the blood scan. Every single blood cell in your body, trillions of them, have been cataloged and registered. And no technology known to man, not even the dark energy of alien mystics, can alter every drop of a man’s blood… Not without killing him, at least. Your blood is registered in the archive as a slave. On any civilized world, you’ll always be scanned, with or without your knowledge. Without a master, the authorities will tag you as a runaway slave. By Dominion law, as decreed by High General Kyr, you are property. If I release you, another will claim you. You have no rights, no standing… You will never be free, not the way you wish. It’s simply not in your blood.”

      Rufa smoothed out his robe. He poured himself another glass of wine, as he glared at the frozen figure before him.

      “I’m sorry, my boy. I truly am. I lied to you. Gave you false hope, I know. But every man has his price. That’s a lesson you’d do well to learn.”

      He drank another gulp of the glowing red liquid, letting it stain his lips and chin as he gulped it down. Then he waved his hand, and gestured to the guards.

      “Take him away.”

      The two guards gripped him by the arms, and dragged him to the door. Talon wanted to struggle, fight back. Or at least curse the bloated, tiny man who had betrayed him. But he could do nothing.

      “Wait!”

      The guards stopped, as Rufa turned back to face them. He stepped closer to Talon, sizing the man up with his beady eyes. His voice regained its commanding tone, now that the powerful gladiator was immobilized.

      “One last thing. I have a surprise for you later. You may consider it a parting gift.”

      He sipped his wine, and turned away.

      “That will be all. Don’t hurt him too much. Can’t damage the merchandise, after all.”

      The door slid open, and the guards dragged him out. One of them swung his neural pike, striking Talon's back. Again, he felt the overwhelming wave of pain spasming through his body. The white flash filled his vision, and his eyes fluttered closed.

      As he fell to the ground, he slipped into the cool, dark embrace of oblivion.
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      Talon’s body glistened with sweat. His powerful arms pulled his chin up to the steel bar that hung from the roof of his quarters. He panted for breath, then lowered himself and repeated the exercise. His eyes still flashed with rage, and his bronze skin was flushed from exertion. He had performed the training routine for hours now, each move drilled into muscle memory by his old battle instructor. He had hoped the exercise would calm his jangled nerves. But every fiber of his body still felt raw and tingling, a side effect left over from the touch of the guard’s pikes.

      He pushed the pain from his mind, and focused on his movements. His shoulder blades pinched together. The muscles in his back popped like metal cords as he raised and lowered his body again and again, at a slow, steady pace. Then, with one last gasp of breath, he yanked his chest up, spun over the bar, and released his grip. He flew forward, spinning into an aerial summersault. After flipping through the air and landing on his feet, he sank to his knees to absorb the impact.

      Talon stood up and paced across the smooth tile floor. As the most popular gladiator in Omdura’s stable, his quarters were spartan but comfortable. The refurbished cave resembled a modest apartment, rather than a prison cell.

      Dura-plas walls lined the cavern, covering the jagged rocks with smooth white panels. A plush bed protruded from a small indentation in the northern wall. The silk pillows and luxury bedding were a far cry from the tiny cots and frayed sheets given to other warriors. Tapestries and paintings hung from the walls… Gifts provided by his master and other patrons.

      He removed a bottle of wine from a rack near the bed, and poured himself a glass. He took a sip, and winced. As Omdura had said, it was cheap swill. Nothing like the fine vintage he had sipped in his master’s quarters.

      He spun around and faced the door to his chambers. It was a featureless slab of gray metal. There was no handle or lever mounted to its surface, nor a control panel to open or close the portal.

      This place is still a cage, he thought. A few threadbare tapestries and some bitter wine couldn’t change that.

      He gritted his teeth and hurled the glass at the door. It shattered into a dozen sparkling fragments. Crimson liquid sloshed across the floor as he roared in fury.

      Then he shook his head and uttered a cynical laugh.

      Talon the Slayer, He thought. Savage warrior of the outer worlds… Nothing but a circus clown to entertain the crowd. A prisoner. A slave…

      “Play,” he commanded. The soothing tones of music drifted from hidden speakers in the ceiling. He closed his eyes and let the music wash over him. His breathing slowed. His anger subsided.

      A light flashed above the door. Talon sighed. Rufa said he would have a visitor. He grabbed his rumpled tunic off the bed. He winced as he stretched his arms through the open sleeves. Tiny pink lines were all that remained of the bloody gashes that had crisscrossed his flesh earlier. The medics had fused his wounds clean, but the pain would take a few days to disappear.

      “Enter,” he said. He knew it was only a formality… guests of the Arena’s master could come and go as they pleased.

      The metal panel slid up into the rocks with a mechanical hiss. A puff of mist belched from the ancient mechanism, obscuring the corridor beyond. A pair of guards marched through the cloud. They flanked the doorway and dipped their lances forward, blocking the exit.

      “The Lady Salena Xuval,” one of the guards announced. “Duchess of Phareon Nine, heir to…”

      "Please," a woman's voice called out from the darkness. "Let's not waste time with titles and ceremony." A shadowy figure parted the mist, as the vapor seemed to swirl and recoil away into the tunnel outside.

      The woman was tall and lithe, and almost seemed to glide into the room rather than walk. Her movements were sleek and graceful, like one of the jungle cats Talon had fought in the blood pits of Saludin Six. Her eyes drifted around the room. She seemed at once hyper aware and yet utterly disinterested in her surroundings.

      The guards parted their lances, allowing her to enter. Her long, cobalt-blue hair swished behind her as she stepped forward. A collection of precious metal bands and sparkling jewels bound her flowing, dark tresses in a ponytail that cascaded down her back.

      Talon blinked in surprise. Many women had paid Omdura for the privilege of visiting his chambers after a match. Usually, they were the bored wives of absent merchants. Or sometimes noble-women, seeking a taste of savage passion their foppish husbands lacked. But never had he seen a woman like this…

      She was humanoid, but not human. She wore a jeweled harness, and a brief wrapping of silk that left little to the imagination. Her exposed skin was a pale lavender, speckled with darker spots around her wrists and thighs. She met his curious gaze and smiled. As she returned his stare, he noticed that both the iris and surrounding portions of her almond-shaped eyes were the same color… A shimmering, sapphire blue.

      “So this is the infamous Talon the Slayer,” she purred. Her voice was a golden melody, sweeter than the harmonies drifting from the speakers. “Congratulations on your latest victory.”

      “Thank you, my lady,” he muttered. His neck felt hot, and he felt a flush creeping over his face.

      The woman flashed her enigmatic smile once again. “No need to be so formal. Please, call me Salena.”

      She glanced over her shoulder at the guards. “You may leave us now, thank you.”

      The armored men clanked their pikes together in a salute, then marched out of the room. With a loud clang, the slab-like door lowered shut.

      The woman called Salena brushed past Talon. He felt an electric tingle as her flesh touched his. She strode along the walls, reaching out to stroke the colorful tapestries. She glanced up and closed her eyes, as her body swayed to the rhythm of the music.

      “Lieber’s Final Symphony,” she said, her eyes opening again. “I love this music."

      “I… I didn’t know what it was called,” Talon stuttered. “I just like the way it sounds.”

      She looked back at him. “So do I. I like the way it makes me feel." Her eyes darted to another tapestry. Its embroidered luminescent threads displayed an endless series of soft, glowing blue waves. They appeared to ripple and flow across the hanging fabric. "And this… did you select this piece yourself?”

      He nodded. “The waves of Koral. I’ve always wanted to visit there, to see the ocean covered planet.”

      “It’s beautiful,” she remarked, moving on to a shelf of stone sculptures set into the wall. “When the sun sets, the sea glows like liquid fire. You really love art, don’t you.”

      He shrugged. “I’ve spent most of my life underground, in buildings or caves like this. No windows. No view. It’s nice to have something beautiful to look at. Sometimes Omdura provides me art, like this. As part of my winnings.”

      She paused, and tilted her head as she examined a carved white statue of a human male, holding a flaming bow. “This is a famous sculpture, the work of E’oward of Telluris. It depicts Orion, the hunter’s god. Do you pray to him?”

      Talon shrugged, and stepped closer to her. He felt a strange attraction, almost like gravity, pulling him towards this beautiful alien woman. “I worship no gods. I don’t see the point. I’ve never seen a god answer anyone’s prayers in the arena.”

      She wiped her fingers across the statue, and held them up for him to see. A chalky white residue clung to her slender lavender digits. “It’s a fake, you know,” she said. “E’oward worked in Caldurian stone. Its dust turns black when exposed to oxygen.”

      Talon shook his head. “I should have guessed Omdura would cheat me there as well.”

      Again, he felt the tug of attraction, drawing him to her. It was like nothing he had ever felt before. He placed a tentative hand on her shoulder. “But surely My Lady did not visit my chambers to discuss art.”

      She turned to face him. Her smooth palms slid beneath his tunic and caressed his chest.

      “As you said, something beautiful to look at. But there is one work of art I still yearn to see…”

      She pulled open the cloth of his tunic. Running her fingers along the muscles of his shoulder, she traced the lines of a large, emerald-green tattoo, etched into his skin.

      The green lines and ancient symbols formed the shape of a grasping claw. It reared up over his back, then dipped down across the slab of his left pectoral muscles.

      Her lips parted. Her eyes opened wide, drinking in the intricate design. “Where did you get this mark?”

      “I don’t remember.”

      She looked up at him. He felt unable to break away from her azure-blue stare. “No?" she asked. "What do you remember? Where are you from?”

      “My past, my childhood… I have no memory of it. Nothing at all. The first thing I remember is waking up in a life pod, on Saludin Six. They threw me into the blood pits minutes later. I made my first kill before I spoke my first words. The mark, this accursed mechanical eye… They must have been a part of me before then, but that’s all I know.”

      She smiled and slid her hand up his neck. She pressed against his temple, her fingers resting next to the glowing red crystal set into his eye socket.

      “Your eye is not cybernetic. I sense dark energy within it.”

      Talon chuckled. “Dark energy? You must be joking. I’m no alien mystic.”

      “You don’t believe me? Allow me to show you.”

      Her other hand touched his right temple. Her lips curled into a mischievous smile. “The oceans of Koral… let me show you.”

      Talon squinted down at her… there was a sparkle in her eyes, a faint inner glow. Then they pulsed with light. He tried to push her away, but his muscles refused to move. He froze in place, lost in her glowing stare.

      A rush of strange sounds filled his ears… The crack of thunder, and the slap of water. Waves crashing and rolling into themselves. The churning sea…

      He opened his eyes. He was floating, hovering in gray, turbulent skies. Another thunder-crack sounded to his left… He turned and saw a bolt of white lightning, slicing through the storm clouds. Following the streak of light, he watched as it struck a vast, churning sea below him. As the electricity dispersed across the water’s surface, a massive wave rose up before his eyes. The wall of water had to be at least a hundred meters tall. He felt the sting of salt in the air, and a cold wet mist sprayed his face as the gigantic wave surged beneath him.

      A piercing screech filled the air. Looking up, he saw black shadows darting through the clouds. They were reptiles, gliding on taut membrane wings. The creatures rose on columns of swirling air, disappearing into the purple and gray haze above.

      Then, as suddenly as the images and sound had flooded his senses, he felt a cold darkness, rushing in from all sides. A great force tugged at his consciousness, pulling it down into an endless black hole. Once again he was falling, tumbling back through a tunnel of shimmering blue light.

      He blinked, and found himself back in his quarters. He was staring into the woman’s glowing blue eyes. As her luminescent gaze faded, Talon gasped and pushed her away. He took a step back, then staggered and fell to one knee.

      Salena grabbed his arm, and ran her fingers through her hair. She gave him a concerned look. “I’m sorry, I know it can be disorienting. I wanted you to see… But I didn’t expect the bond to be so strong. I've never felt such a powerful link.”

      Talon shook his head, and stood up. He stared down at her, his eyes wide with shock. “I have… only once before. My battle trainer, Orex Griff. He said it saved my life in the blood pits. Sometimes I could see into his thoughts, sense his moves. Mimic his fighting style… " He stopped his rambling speech and narrowed his eyes. "But it was nothing like that. You… What kind of sorceress are you?”

      She laughed. “You have much to learn, Talon the Slayer. For now, know that my people can wield dark energy as easily as you wield a sword or axe.”

      Talon grasped her shoulders. His eyes were wide, his pupils dilated. “Show me more!" he exclaimed. "More planets, everywhere you have visited. And cities! Have you been to the great cities of the Dominion? I must see them!”

      Salena laughed, and wrapped her slim arms around his neck. She leaned in close.

      “I will show you many things, young Talon,” she whispered into his ear. “I will give you what you seek the most… your freedom.”

      “Who are you? Why have you come here for me?”

      She nuzzled his neck, then glanced up into the dark corners of the room. He followed her gaze.

      “Say nothing more. Omdura has cameras in here, hidden in the ceiling. To monitor your… performance.”

      Talon’s body tensed. “What? Why that bloated, preening, lecherous—”

      “Shhh…” Salena held a finger over his lips. Her body pressed against him, and he felt the swell of her breasts beneath her thin silk wrap. Her leg shifted against his… Everywhere she touched him, he felt the electric shock of attraction flooding his senses, stirring his blood.

      “I’m not really a duchess,” she whispered. “But Omdura must not know who I am, or why I am here. He must think me nothing more than a spoiled noble-woman of the inner worlds. Someone eager to pleasure herself in your arms. Play along, and by tomorrow this desolate rock will be a fading memory. One last performance for Talon the Slayer.”

      She closed her eyes and pressed her lips against his. They fell back onto the bed. He tore the flimsy scraps of cloth and jeweled metal bands from her body, as her fingers darted across his back.

      “I want to see more,” he panted into her ear. “I want to see everything, everything your magic can show me.”

      “There are some things you don’t need magic to see,” she cooed. She arched her back and moaned as he pressed against her. They spoke no more words. The glow orbs above faded to a dim, fiery orange. The fading light cloaked their writhing bodies in warm, dark shadows.
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      Darkness.

      A deep rumbling filled the air… the sound of heavy rocks, shifting, moving.

      Talon opened his eyes. Everything was a blur. A soft, hazy light cut through the darkness, casting a dim glow over his surroundings. He was confined in a narrow metal tube. He blinked, but still he could not see clearly. Tiny cracks and pops rang out, echoing through the tight confines of his prison.

      He reached forward, but a transparent viewing plate blocked his hands. He squinted… He saw movement beyond the clear panel. Falling rocks and debris plummeted down from the darkness above. A large, jagged fragment struck the window. He recoiled from the impact, but the clear barrier held, and did not shatter.

      Life pod, he thought. Relax. You’ve been in these dozens of times.

      His owners had transported him in life pods many times over the years, when he fought in distant arenas. But he had no memory of this place. The falling rocks, the inky black darkness… None of it was familiar.

      Where am I?

      Another sound rose over the thunder of the falling debris. A high-pitched cry echoed from the darkness outside the tube. It sounded like a woman’s voice, but he could not make out her words. It rose and fell like the wind, soft and distant one moment, a piercing wail the next.

      Who is she? What is she saying?

      He shook his head… Her words were like the lyrics of a half-remembered song. A dream that seemed to slip further through his fingers the harder he tried to grasp it.

      Another chunk of rock bounced off the pod’s clear panel.

      Lines of red light glowed to life inside the tube… A low hum reverberated through the pod. The hibernation field was activating. Soon he would be unable to move, frozen in stasis.

      Unable to escape.

      He pounded on the clear panel, as more rocks pelted the exterior of the pod. They sounded like the patter of rain on a metal roof. The pops and cracks grew louder. The pod shook, as a large boulder crashed into its side. The woman’s voice rose to a scream, then faded into the shadows.

      Bit by bit, the rocks covered the clear panel, blocking the light from outside. Soon, only a tiny, narrow beam pierced through the cracks of the rubble. Then that too was extinguished, leaving only the crimson glow of the humming stasis field.

      He felt his limbs go rigid. His eyes fluttered, then rolled into the back of his skull. He clenched his fists, struggling to fight the effects of the field. But his efforts were in vain. His body was no longer in his control.

      He could do nothing as the falling rocks buried his pod. He was alone, trapped… lost in a darkness as black and infinite as the cold depths of space.
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        * * *

      

      Talon shot up in bed, gasping for breath. His glowing red eye cast a dim light, and he could see clearly in the dark room. He looked up at the rocks that hung above him. They looked the same as always… Sharp fangs of stone, stalactites hanging in jagged rows overhead. They looked like waves…

      Waves, he thought. The oceans of Koral.

      With a touch of her hand, the woman sleeping beside him had transported him there. She had bridged unthinkable gulfs of space and time. She could call it dark energy or alien science, or whatever she liked. Talon knew sorcery when he saw it.

      Orex, his old battle trainer, had warned him about alien mystics… Those who could wield dark energy, a powerful force beyond human technology. Such beings were not allowed to fight in the arena themselves, but he had battled their monstrous creations from time to time.

      Years ago, when Orex had touched him through the bars of his cage in the blood pits, he had experienced… something. A vision, or a link of some kind. When Orex trained nearby, Talon could sense his motions, learn his fighting techniques. In the pits, every day was a battle for survival. Every match was fought to the death. His link to Orex gave him an edge. It had helped him survive.

      But never had he experienced anything like what he had felt when Salena’s hands touched his skin. He glanced over at her… in the afterglow of their lovemaking, she looked peaceful, beautiful. But it was not her beauty that fascinated him. She seemed to know things about him. Things that transcended the empty blackness of his lost memory. She said she sensed dark energy within him.

      She said she could grant him his freedom.

      But why?

      The question echoed through his mind. Why had she come for him? What was he to her, other than a night’s vigorous entertainment?

      A deep rumbling filled the room, pulling his attention away from the sleeping woman. His eyes darted around as the chamber shook and rattled. At first, he wondered if he was still dreaming. Then the rumbling grew louder. Tiny rock fragments fell from above, pelting his face. A stalactite hanging over the bed cracked and shifted.

      Talon leapt to his feet. Salena groaned as the noise roused her from her slumber. She sat up, clutching a sheet across her naked body.

      “Talon? What’s happening?” Her blue eyes glanced up at him through half-closed lashes.

      Grabbing her in his muscular arms, he yanked her up from the sheets. She yelped as he spun her body in the air, and backed away from the bed.

      A shower of dust and shards descended from above. Then the jagged rock fell away from the cavern roof, and plunged into the bed. Its razor-sharp tip pierced through the sheets and mattress, snapping the plastic slab beneath in two.

      “Earthquake,” Talon shouted as the rumbling continued. He set her down. She grabbed her clothes from the floor, and hurriedly slipped them on.

      The room shook and rattled again. More rumbling echoed from above.

      “It’s not an earthquake,” she hissed. “Those are explosions. We’re under attack!”

      Talon squinted at her with his normal eye. “Attack? Who would attack the arena?”

      She tossed him his leather breeches. “They’re not after the arena,” she said. “They want to destroy you. The legion of Sartarus… I didn’t think they’d get here so fast.”

      Talon pulled on his pants. “Sartarus? That’s the nobleman Omdura sold me to.”

      She touched his arm. Again, he felt an electric tingle run across his skin. But this time no visions clouded his mind. “There’s no time to explain,” she said as they locked eyes. “I said I’d grant you your freedom. The time has come for you to choose. Do you trust me?”

      Talon stared at her. After Omdura’s treachery, his trust was in short supply.

      “Omdura told me by Imperial Law, a slave can never be free.”

      “That’s true,” she said, as the room shuddered again. “But there are other ways. I won’t lie to you. If you follow me, there will be danger. But if we stay here, this room will be our tomb.”

      He grit his teeth, and nodded. “Not much choice then.”

      She smiled. "I thought you’d see it my way. You’ll need your weapons and armor.”

      The room shook again. Talon caught the woman as she stumbled towards him. He gestured towards the door. “They’re kept in the armory. I know the way, but the door to my quarters has a security lock. It won’t open from this side.”

      “Oh, we’ll see about that,” she said, a mischievous smile crossing her lips.

      She removed a jeweled bangle from her wrist. Snapping open the metal ornament, she revealed a small panel of blinking lights hidden inside. She ran over to the doorway, and touched the device to the wall, next to the metal slab that blocked the exit.

      It stuck to the panel like a magnet. A series of holograms projected from its surface. Colors and symbols flashed and hovered in the air. The image of a shimmering red circle appeared, a few inches from the wall.

      Another crack echoed from above. Talon looked up, as more dust fell into the room. An explosion thundered in the distance.

      “More sorcery?” he asked, as the tiny machine continued to blink and hum.

      “Hardly,” she said, her attention focused on the glowing symbols in the air. “But effective all the same.”

      She reached out and touched the holographic disk, spinning it back and forth like a dial. New symbols flickered and glowed with each turn of the virtual controls. Finally, the circle pulsed green. She pulled the device off the wall, and snapped it back around her wrist. The symbols blinked out and disappeared. The panel hissed open, belching mist into the room and outer hall.

      Talon grabbed her arm. "I don’t know how you did that, but let’s go!” He pulled her into the hall.

      Outside his chamber, the passageway was dark, lit only by a blinking orange light. A wailing alarm echoed through the complex. Talon paused… His eyes quickly adjusted, but he was unsure if Salena could see in the dim light.

      “Don’t wait for me, I’m fine,” she whispered. “We must hurry!”

      They charged down the narrow corridor together. Talon led her through the maze of twisting passages and forked tunnels. Finally, he came to a stop, and held up his hand. They pressed their backs against the rock walls, hiding in the shadows.

      The sound of men shouting echoed off the rocks. Booted footsteps pounded towards them.

      “Arena guards,” he whispered. “Access to the armory is forbidden, except before a match.”

      He turned to look at her. “Stay here, I’ll—”

      Salena was already moving into the corridor. Her eyes glowed with unearthly light.

      The first guard raced around the corner, and trained his rifle at the alien woman. “Freeze,” he shouted. “Everyone, back to your—”

      Salena waved her hands through the air in a wide circle. A horrified scream clipped the guard’s words. He stepped back, firing blasts of energy into the darkness above.

      “Vermiraks!” he screamed. “Hundreds of them! This tunnel’s infested!”

      As he continued firing, a second guard raced up behind him.

      “What the hell are you doing?” the second guard shouted. “There’s nothing there! Stop shooting, or you'll collapse the tunnel!”

      The other guard kept firing. He emptied the energy cell of his rifle, then continued sweeping the empty weapon back and forth. His eyes stared up at the dark cavern roof, wide with dread and fear. His lips quivered, and beads of sweat rolled down his face.

      The other guard turned his head and saw Salena, her eyes glowing, arms circling in the air. Talon blinked, and shook his head as he watched the scene before him… A wave of distortion seemed to surround the beautiful woman. It was painful to look at, like a mirage rippling over blinding desert sands. A distant, high-pitched whine filled his ears.

      The guard stepped forward, raising his rifle.

      “Alien witch!” he snarled.

      Before he could fire, Talon roared, and leapt from the shadows. He slapped the man’s rifle aside. The guard pulled the trigger, but the gladiator’s charge surprised him. He missed, sending a pulse of energy into the walls of the tunnel. Talon felt chips of rock slash across his face. He ignored the pain, and wrapped his thick arms around the man’s torso.

      The guard beat at his back with the butt of the pulse rifle, but his feeble blows did nothing to slow Talon’s onslaught. Roaring a battle cry, he hefted the man into the air. The guard screamed, as he slammed into a sharp stalactite hanging above them. The shard of rock pierced a joint in his armor, and tore into his flesh.

      Talon grunted, and lifted the man higher, impaling him further on the rock shard. Blood dripped from the guard's gaping mouth. Talon lowered the body, and tossed it into a crumpled heap on the ground.

      Salena lowered her head. Her eyes ceased glowing, and her arms fell to her side. The transfixed guard stared at her for a second, then turned and bolted away. He disappeared, screaming into the darkness.

      With a soft moan, she collapsed to the ground. Talon ran to her side.

      “Salena, are you alright?”

      She grabbed his arm, and pulled herself to her feet. Looking up, she flashed him a grim smile. “My abilities have their limits. I’ve been pushing myself for days now, searching for you. I'll need rest soon, but I’m fine.”

      He nodded. “The armory is just ahead. Hopefully the rest of Omdura’s guards will have their hands full with whoever is attacking us.”

      They raced on down the tunnel.

      “Once they decimate the surface, Sartarus will send his shock troops down here to find your body,” she panted. “We must make haste!”

      “You still haven’t told me why this nobleman wants me dead,” Talon shouted, as they reached the pair of armored doors. A red hexagon pattern covered both doors, a universal security symbol.

      “All in good time!” Salena said, panting. "I told you I’d explain later, and I will.” She snapped off her bangle and attached it to the door.

      The tunnel shook, as another explosion echoed above.

      “Later?” Talon growled. “As in, later when we’re both crushed under tons of rock?”

      “Only if you keep distracting me,” she snapped, as she again worked the holographic controls. More symbols flashed and flickered through the air. “This is a high security door. It’s going to take me a bit longer.”

      Talon looked up as the ceiling rumbled again. “Wouldn’t it be faster to use your magic?”

      “I need to conserve my energy. Trust me, we’ll need it to get off this rock.”

      Talon heard shouting from down the hall as more guards marched towards their position. It sounded like an entire squadron. The tunnel shook again, sending more rocks falling to the ground.

      “Salena…”

      Finally, the device beeped. The circle turned green, and the doors slid open. The rumbling around them grew louder. A haze of dust and grit floated down from above, filling the air.

      Talon grabbed her and dove through the doors. Behind them, an avalanche of rock and debris roared down, filling the corridor as the tunnel collapsed. The distant shouting of the arena guards turned to screams. They were pulverized, crushed beneath the falling rocks.

      Coughing and sputtering in the dust-filled air, Talon staggered to his feet. He helped Salena stand, then brushed a thin layer of crushed rock from his shoulders.

      Salena tapped a jewel mounted to her forearm… it pulsed with a faint inner glow, lighting up the room. Racks of weaponry surrounded them… Force pikes, cryocite blades, pulse rifles… The rows of deadly instruments stretched into the shadowed corners of the room.

      Talon’s eyes grew wide as he stared at the arsenal.

      Salena glanced at him and laughed. “You look like a young boy on Solstice morning. Eager to open his presents.”

      Talon tore off his tattered shirt, and grabbed a battle harness off a rack. He strapped the armored plates to his body.

      “Laugh if you wish, woman,” he replied. “But I’ve held up my end of the bargain. We made it to the armory.”

      He nodded to a clear case mounted on the far wall, past a row of pole arms. “There’s a case of pulse pistols over there. Small arms, not too much kick.”

      Salena nodded and walked over to the case. The glow from her jeweled armband cast shifting shadows through the hazy, dust-filled air.

      She lifted the clear lid, and selected a slim pistol. Talon slid a pair of scimitars into the scabbards that hung at his side. He grabbed a heavy pulse rifle, and slammed an energy cell into the base. Red lights along the weapon’s barrel glowed to life, showing the rifle was fully charged.

      “So what was your plan to get out of here?” he demanded. “I assume you have a ship waiting?”

      She flashed him another mischievous smile. “Have I let you down yet?”

      Talon said nothing.

      She sighed. “You were in a much better mood last night, my warrior. Of course I have a ship. It’s not in the main hanger though. Too many guards there. It’s posing as a supply freighter, in the arena’s loading bay.”

      She turned and shone her light on the collapsed entrance to the armory. A wall of crumbled rocks and debris filled the opening between the two doors.

      “Now we just have to get there. I suppose nothing in here can help us tunnel through all that rock?”

      Talon shook his head, and paced over to the eastern wall of the chamber. He grabbed a rack of staves that stood flush against the wall. Grunting with exertion, he pulled the long, heavy shelves away from the rock face. The metal creaked and groaned. Then the rack toppled over and crashed to the ground. The staves scattered across the floor as Salena hurried over to him. A smaller, black rod rolled up against her feet. She picked it up, and examined the controls on the hilt.

      “Wait a minute. Isn’t this your plasma axe?” she asked.

      “Leave it,” Talon called back. “It has an inhibitor chip. It only works inside the arena.”

      She slung the rod across her back. “Oh, there are ways around that. A warrior needs his favorite weapon. Well, second favorite, anyway.”

      Talon glanced down at her, then looked back at the rocks. On the wall behind the rack, an air shaft cut into the stone. Talon gripped the vent’s cover, and wrenched it from the wall. The dark opening was just wide enough for him to fit through. The tiny ventilation shaft snaked off into the darkness.

      “How did you know that was there?” she asked.

      “I tried to escape through here once before, many years ago.” He stared into the darkness, then looked down at her. "Rufa caught me. His guards whipped me for days.”

      She placed a hand on his arm.

      “I meant what I said, Talon. Soon this place will be a distant memory. Omdura, the guards, all of it… Lead the way forward.”

      He pulled himself into the cramped air shaft and maneuvered his body around. Reaching down for her, he took her slim hands into his massive fists. He pulled her up behind him, and they scurried forward down the shaft.

      “Make sure you follow me. If you get lost, stop and call for help. One wrong turn in here, and you’ll wind up in the exhaust port of the fusion furnace. Burn you to a cinder in a microsecond.”

      Talon glanced back at her. In the dim light, he could see her grinning behind him.

      “Oh, don’t worry, I’ll stay right behind you,” she said. “Who could resist such a lovely view?”

      Talon shook his head. “Don’t you ever tire of making jokes?”

      “Who said I was joking?” she replied, followed by a seductive laugh that echoed through the narrow shaft.

      They crawled forward into the darkness.
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      The shaft terminated at another air vent, looking out over a vast, dark landing platform. Massive glow spheres cast pools of light across the deck plates below. Technicians scurried across the floor, as more rocks and dust fell from the cavern roof.

      An energy field shimmered over the cavern’s gaping opening. The glowing shield kept the loading dock pressurized with breathable air. The barrier was semi-permeable, allowing ships to pass through, take off and land. Through its flickering blue glow, Talon could see the desolate planet’s surface, stretching off into the horizon. The arena’s planetoid was a lifeless rock, located in the distant outer reaches of Dominion space. Above the bleak landscape, distant streaks of stars and wispy clouds of nebula painted the black canvas of the sky.

      Talon peered through the slats of the circular vent. A few shuttles hovered above the landing pad. The air beneath them rippled from the distortion of their lifter fields. One by one, they streaked out of the cavern, desperate to escape whatever was attacking the base.

      A lone supply freighter remained docked at the far corner of the landing pad. It’s tiny jets and exhaust ports looked insufficient to move the bulky cargo pod that made up most of the vessel.

      “There she is,” Salena said, pointing at the freighter. “My ship, the Star Claw.”

      Talon cast a doubtful look at the boxy ship. “That hauler doesn’t look like it could outrun a—”

      “Once again, I ask you… have I let you down yet?”

      The cavern trembled… the bombing runs were continuing on the planet’s surface.

      Talon sighed. “Fine. We’d better go while we still can.”

      Before he could move, another ship swooped through the glowing field and hovered above the flight deck. Its hull had a vaguely insectile shape, with a multi-segmented body and spindly landing gears that unfolded from underneath. Turreted pulse canons mounted on the top of the ship exploded to life. A barrage of energy beams sliced through the air.

      Talon peered at the new ship. “Look at the markings… a black lion over a red triangle. That's the symbol of the Tygon Dominion!”

      “Sartarus is powerful Dominion lord,” Salena shouted over the explosions below. “High General Kyr has given him his own legion to command!”

      Screams echoed below them, as more energy beams streaked across the loading bay. The fleeing technicians were swiftly cut down by the whining fire of the canons. One stray beam struck a refueling station. A billowing fireball erupted into the air. The explosion shook the entire loading bay, dislodging more rocks from the cavern roof.

      One of the fleeing shuttles streaked past the hostile ship. Before it could pierce the energy shield, the attacking ship’s turret pivoted around. A pair of energy beams struck the escaping craft. Its hull exploded, sending chunks of burning debris to the ground. Glowing metal fragments skidded across the floor.

      “If that garbage scow of yours is going to lift off, we’ll need a distraction,” Talon said. “Otherwise, those canons will make short work of us.”

      Salena eyed the hostile ship. “The Star Claw is equipped with a portal drive. If I use up any more of my energy, I won’t be able to jump us out the system.”

      As the bug-like craft settled down onto the landing pad, Talon kicked at the vent's grate. It took several blows, but he finally knocked it loose, sending it clattering to the floor.

      “I’ll take care of it. You lift off, and get as close to the field as you can. Lower the ramp, and I’ll make it onboard.”

      “Talon, you’re the reason I came here, if anything happens to you—”

      “Talk isn’t going to get us past those canons.” Talon flashed her a smile. “Besides, have I let you down yet?”

      “Talon, wait—”

      He ignored her, and leapt from the air vent. Crashing to the ground, he rolled behind a parked hover loader.

      At the other end of the loading bay, the attacker's ship settled to the ground. With a loud, mechanical hum, the vessel lowered its ramp. Talon heard booted feet stomping down the metal plank. Peering over the edge of the loader, he spotted a squad of nine soldiers marching across the bay. They wore red battle armor, marked with the same insignia as the ship. The visors of their helmets covered the top half of their faces, hiding their features. Each man wielded a heavy pulse rifle, and cryocite sabers clattered against their legs as they walked.

      Salena dropped to the ground, and scurried next to Talon behind the loader. "You see?" she whispered. "Those are Dominion centurions."

      "I see them. Get to your ship. I'll handle these dogs."

      He gestured towards the freighter. She nodded, and ducked behind a stack of supply cubes. He watched as she made her way through the shadows on the outskirts of the cavern.

      When she was halfway to the ship, Talon crawled up into the cockpit of the loader. He had watched technicians use them to load obstacles and equipment into the arena many times. He knew how to operate them well enough, although he had never tried to pilot one until now.

      He flipped a row of switches on the console, firing up the lifter field generators. The slab-like vehicle rose up from the ground, and began to drift sideways across the loading bay. It struck another pile of cargo cubes, sending them tumbling to the ground. One of soldiers in the squad spun around, alerted by the loud noise.

      “You there, park that vehicle and surrender! Now!” the armored man shouted.

      "Iberon's harem," Talon said to himself. He pushed forward on the control stick. The loader lurched ahead, picking up speed as it flew toward the soldiers. The armored men opened fire with their rifles. The pulse beams tore glowing divots from the loader's blunt metal nose, but did little damage to the heavy-duty craft.

      With a grim smile, Talon pulled back on a yellow handle mounted to the right side of the controls. The front of the craft split apart, revealing a forked metal claw. He twisted the lever to the left, and the claw extended forward. Its pincers ratcheted open, like the gaping jaws of some monstrous beast.

      He ducked down below the controls, as more pulse-fire sizzled above the cockpit. A bolt struck the controls to his left. The panel exploded, sending a shower of sparks into the air. Talon threw himself to the floor of the craft, as flames leapt from the control console. Using his leg, he kicked the control stick forward. The loader groaned and picked up more speed, streaking faster towards the enemy ship.

      The armored centurions scattered, as the heavy vehicle careened towards them. Talon felt the vehicle dip forward. He peered over the melted controls and saw one of the armored men, hanging from the tip of the cargo claw. The centurion wrapped his arms around the metal prong and hung on for dear life. He swung back and forth as the loader raced above the ground.

      The attacking ship’s canons opened fire. Explosions rocked the cavern. Talon felt the loader shake and rattle, as the energy bolts slammed into the ground beneath its lifter field. The vehicle was a small target for the ship-based weapon. His enemies were having a hard time locking on to the vehicle as it sped across the bay

      Another pair of bolts struck the ground. He felt a hot wind whipping through his hair. Something big roared overhead, drowning out the whine of the energy bolts. Looking up, he saw the last shuttle from the landing pad swooping above him. The tiny ship careened through the air, making a mad dash towards the cavern’s exit.

      The attacker's canons swiveled away from him and took aim at the shuttle. Twin lances of energy cut through the air, tearing the fleeing craft into a cluster of metal fragments. The sparking debris slammed into the ground ahead of him. Talon grabbed the controls and swerved left. The vehicle groaned as it darted around a shard of burning metal skidding across the floor. Then he forced the vehicle to bank right. Another fragment of crumpled metal tumbled beneath him. It grazed the underside of the loader, sending him spinning through the air.

      As he struggled to regain control, a third fragment of the shuttle crashed directly in his flight path. It rumbled towards him, rolling straight towards the clumsy loader.

      He eased up on the thrusters, pulling out of the spin. But before he could dodge the massive chunk of debris, a shower off sparks exploded from the controls. Looking up, the saw one of the armored soldiers, balanced on the vehicle’s windshield.

      The centurion on the cargo claw, Talon realized. He must have climbed aboard.

      The man’s sword strike had missed Talon’s head by inches, and the blade was buried in the sparking control panel.

      Looking past the centurion, Talon's eyes opened wide. The debris from the shuttle crash tumbled closer. Talon swung the control stick, but the vehicle wasn’t responding. The centurion's attack had damaged the steering system.

      They were on a collision course.

      With a grunt of exertion, the soldier wrenched his sword free. He raised it over his head for another strike. Talon slammed his fist down on a red button… A pair of maneuver flaps opened at the rear of the vehicle, slowing it down. The sudden deceleration threw the soldier backwards. He stumbled and lost his balance, rolling down the nose of the craft.

      Talon closed the flaps, and the vehicle began picking up more speed. As it streaked towards the tumbling debris, he dove over the side of the loader. His back and shoulders stung from the impact as he rolled across the ground.

      The runaway loader continued charging forward. It slammed into the shuttle’s debris, and flipped up into the air. The flying wreckage arced towards the attacker’s ship, like a stone thrown by a catapult.

      As Talon rolled to his feet, he saw the heavy vehicle slam into the top of the enemy ship. The impact crumpled the top mounted cannon. The ship’s thin, spidery landing gears bent and snapped off. Sparks flew from the underbody as the hull crashed to the ground. The wreckage of the loader fell back, landing at a sloped angle against the side of the damaged vessel.

      The remaining squad members charged towards him. Staring at their crimson shadows through his glowing red eye, he took a deep breath. He reached over his shoulder, but his grasping fingers found only empty air… His pulse rifle was gone! He realized it must have fallen loose during the battle on the loader.

      Growling with rage, he drew his twin blades.

      The soldiers in the lead raised their weapons and opened fire. Bolts of energy sizzled past him, leaving black burn marks on the metal floor.

      “Come at me you cowards!” he shouted. “Rifles or no, I’ll take at least one of you into the haunted stars with me!”

      The squad marched closer, aiming their rifles. Talon knew there was little chance they would miss at this range. He raised his blades and crouched low, preparing to charge.

      Suddenly, a curtain of energy beams rained down on the soldiers. The lead men fell before the glowing barrage, their armor pierced with smoking holes.

      The roar of engines filled the bay. Talon looked over this shoulder… the hulking freighter had lifted off. It flew over him and hovered near the cavern entrance, above the wreckage of the attacker’s ship.

      Salena perched on the open landing ramp. She took aim with her pistol, blasting the soldiers on the ground with pinpoint accuracy.

      ‘What are you waiting for?” she shouted. “Do you want your freedom or not?”

      Grinning like a madman, Talon turned to the cargo ship and ran. His muscular legs clanged across the metal landing pad as he sprinted forward. He reached the wreckage of the loader and kept running, charging up its sloped surface like a ramp.

      The cargo ship hovered overhead. Talon hit the top of the wreckage and threw himself into the air. His legs kicked at empty space as he flew towards the ship. Glowing weapon fire exploded around his hurtling body.

      He crashed onto the ramp next to Salena and rolled forward.

      The woman sent a few more shots towards the soldiers, then slammed her fist into a control panel to her left. The ramp hummed and began to close. Leaping to his feet, Talon looked out through the closing gap. His red eye flared… he saw one of the soldiers aiming his rifle at them. Time seemed to slow, as if everything was moving in slow motion.

      “Salena, look out!” He was moving before she could even react to his warning. He grabbed her and yanked her aside. An energy bolt slammed into the wall, leaving a scorched, smoking hole where her head had been.

      She looked up at him as the ramp thunked closed.

      “You saved my life,” she said, her voice a low pant.

      Talon shrugged. “We’re in this together now.”

      She smiled, and grabbed his hand. “I’ll have to thank you properly later. Follow me.”
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      Salena led him through a dark, twisting passage. Blinking lights and control panels cast a soft glow over the cramped, battered corridor. The hull plates were filthy and rusted, and the ship looked as if it had been patched together from scrap metal. Talon felt the deck vibrate beneath his feet. They were moving through the shield, and rocketing away from the surface.

      A pair of doors slid open, and they ran into the massive cargo hold. Talon glanced around as Salena led him towards a maintenance hatch in the floor. He saw only shadows in the dark, cavernous chamber… the ship’s hold was empty.

      “What was this ship hauling?” he asked.

      She tapped a code into a small panel. The circular hatch retracted open, revealing a ladder that led down into another corridor.

      “Like me, the Star Claw has her secrets. Follow me!”

      She climbed into the hatch and slid down the ladder. Talon followed. As it closed above him, Salena pulled him through the new corridor. This one was shaped like a tube, and was in much better condition than the upper decks. As they rounded a corner, a sudden impact jolted the ship. Salena gasped, as she stumbled into the side of the tunnel. Talon braced himself and remained standing.

      “Canon fire… the fleet is moving to intercept us,” she said as she regained her balance.

      “So much for escape," Talon muttered. "There’s no way this boat can outrun a Dominion war ship.”

      "We'll see about that," she replied.

      He followed her to another hatch. It hissed open, revealing the cramped but modern bridge of a starship.

      Clear, sloped windows covered the front of the control center. Looking out into space, Talon gasped… The stars seemed brighter and more numerous than he had ever seen. Streaks of color and light, canon-fire from the larger vessels, crisscrossed around them. In the distance, massive battleships lumbered into position, preparing to cut off their escape.

      A squadron of fighters screamed overhead, pelting their shields with weapon fire. Talon followed them with his eyes as they swooped past. He recognized the sleek design of the attacking ships at a glance. Their swept-back wings and crimson hulls had earned them a moniker famous throughout the galaxy… Dominion blood hawks.

      The bridge seated four, with a few auxiliary benches for passengers mounted to the bulkheads. A raised chair overlooked the forward pilot and gunner stations. With an electric hum, the chair spun around. Talon found himself staring into the face of a hulking, humanoid wolf. The creature had a long, fur-covered snout. Longer black and tan fur swept back over his head, parting to reveal a pair of pointy, tufted ears.

      The alien tilted his head and gazed at him through slitted yellow eyes. “So this is who all the fuss was about? A puny human gladiator with a green tattoo?”

      Talon puffed out his chest. “You’re an Akaelan, eh? I’ve fought your kind in the arena before.”

      The alien snarled. “If that were true, you wouldn’t be alive to tell the tale.”

      Talon shrugged. “Akaelans fight well, but they bleed the same as anyone.”

      The creature snarled louder. His black lips curled back, revealing a row of pointed fangs. Then a strange, rumbling growl emitted from his snout. Talon’s muscles tensed, and he took a step back.

      “Don’t mind Captain Zobo.” A woman in the front pilot’s seat turned to face him. She was human, with green eyes and sharp yet pretty features. Her fiery red hair was done up in a series of braids, and swept down across the right side of her face. A golden headband with an elaborate, knotted design kept the mass of crimson tresses out of her eyes. “That’s the sound he makes when he laughs.”

      “Have a seat, Fledge.” The wolf-like creature gave him a wink, then spun around to face the cockpit windows. “This is going to be a bumpy ride. Avra, its time for the Star Claw to spread her wings. Salena, prepare to open a star-path.”

      Avra, the red-haired woman, tapped a sequence on her control panel. “About time. Detaching outer shell.”

      The ship shook again, as canon-fire streaked across the bow. Talon heard a loud thunk, and the ship seemed to pick up speed. Looking out the windows, he saw two huge metal fragments, drifting away from them.

      “The cargo container,” he said. “It was just a shell?”

      “The Star Claw is no freighter, Fledge,” Zobo snarled. “You’re standing on the bridge of an ALB-1000 Sidegunner. She may be older than those blood hawks out there, but she’s tough and battle-tested.”

      As Avra maneuvered the nimble ship behind one of the tumbling metal shells, Salena climbed into the seat next to her. She slid her arms into a pair of sockets mounted alongside her chair. Holo-displays blinked to life in front of her eyes. They projected a glowing sphere, highlighting the nearby star systems in the region.

      “Powering up portal drive,” she said in a trance-like, monotone voice. “Generating star-path coordinates.”

      The empty, tumbling cargo shell exploded in front of them. As the glowing metal fragments pelted the cockpit windows, the ship trembled and vibrated. Another blood hawk swooped towards them, guns blazing.

      Zobo’s chair tilted backwards, allowing him to peer at a combat display mounted above him. “Avra, buy her some time! Fledge, sit the hell down before we have to pull some serious Gs!”

      “Why does he keep calling me that?” Talon demanded, as he stumbled towards a chair mounted to the side of the bridge.”

      “Fledge, short for fledgling. This is your first time in space,” Avra called back.

      Talon pulled the shock harness over his shoulders, and buckled himself into place. The ship shook again, then yawned left, pulling into a tight, banked turn.

      “I’ve been in space many times, I—” Talon began. The rapid motion of the ship’s turn cut him off, as his head slammed into the padded bulkhead behind him.

      “Ever been in space combat?” Zobo shouted.

      “No.”

      “Then watch and learn, Fledge!”

      “Hang on, he’s coming back around!” Avra twisted the controls. The ship plunged into a steep dive. Talon felt like his stomach was about to leap into his throat. He heard a series of thumps above his head… more energy bolts, ricocheting off the hull.

      “Shields at sixty percent and holding,” Avra called out.

      A loud beeping noise sounded, and a red triangle glowed next to her controls.

      “Main gun powering up, sir!” Avra’s lips curled into a wicked smile.

      Zobo tilted his chair to face her. “Are you waiting for a formal invitation? Fire when ready!”

      Talon heard a low hum rise from Avra's control station. The deck plates vibrated beneath his feet. The vibrations grew stronger, building through the hull. Avra pulled out of the dive, flipped them into a corkscrew, and swung behind the sleek enemy fighter. She darted the ship left and right, lining up the target in a glowing set of crosshairs.

      A red square appeared around the target sight. It blinked for a few seconds, then turned solid as she locked on.

      “Gotcha,” she whispered.

      ZARRRRKKK! An enormous energy bolt launched from a canon running along right side of the ship. Stronger and more powerful than the other bolts flying around them, the beam struck the blood hawk in the rear engine pod. The ship disintegrated, blowing apart in a cloud of metal fragments and super-heated gas.

      “Target destroyed,” she shouted back. A series of tiny red lights blinked behind her target sight. “Reinforcements heading our way! They’re locking on…”

      “Salena?” Zobo asked patiently.

      “Portal drive at full power. Course plotted. Opening star-path in 3… 2… 1…”

      Talon’s eyes grew wide, as he saw a bright blue glow fill the cockpit windows. Outside the ship, floating in the black depths of space, he saw a series of glowing sigils. The alien symbols were formed from solid blue light, and they were enormous. Each one was at least a hundred meters tall. As the ship screamed towards them, the symbols began to shift and move, forming a cross. A pinpoint of light, brighter than any star, opened where the glowing lines intersected. It grew larger and larger, until the vortex engulfed everything in view.

      “Orion’s blazing bow,” Talon muttered to himself.

      Zobo spun around and smiled. “Don’t worry, Fledge. Entering the star-path is no problem.”

      The wolfish alien uttered his snarling laugh, and winked. “Coming out in one piece… now that’s the tricky part!” He spun around and faced the blue light that filled the cockpit windows.

      Talon held his breath as the ship dove into the glowing maelstrom.
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      With a hiss of air, and gusting clouds of steam, the lift doors slid open. A pair of Dominion centurions flanking the doors stepped aside. They uncrossed their lances, allowing Commander Ecotyl to exit the lift. As he passed the guards, he shot a disdainful glance at the flowing black cloaks and symbols that adorned their armor. The non-standard markings and attire marked them as clerics of Daizon. They were part of the inner circle of religious fanatics Lord Sartarus chose to surround himself with.

      Why the High General had allowed this madman to control a portion of his fleet was beyond Ecotyl’s understanding. In his limited dealings with the man, he had found Sartarus to show little interest in military affairs.

      The weapon, he reminded himself. Sartarus controls that… thing. Whatever it is, its destructive power nearly consumed a planet within a matter of hours.

      Ecotyl marched across a long, narrow gantry. Hover platforms on either side of him supported massive, towering stone statues. The enormous carved figures floated effortlessly on either side of the catwalk, although the commander knew each one weighed hundred of tons.

      Relics, he thought. Religious artifacts, icons of the man’s heretical faith…

      Beneath them, a wide, gaping shaft delved into the bowls of the gargantuan battleship. The platform at the other end of the catwalk was meant to be used for troop assemblies. Sartarus had claimed it as his chapel, a place of meditation and worship. He demanded that his monstrous relics be placed there.

      Ecotyl’s footsteps clanged across the gantry as he crossed over into the vast, circular chamber. Massive, angled windows stretched from floor to ceiling of the enormous room. The cold, black depths of space hung beyond the transparent panels. An occasional cloud of burning gas briefly flashed in the void… Dominion fighters intercepting ships fleeing from the arena's devastated planet.

      A tall, broad-shouldered man stood before him, draped in black and crimson robes. He was facing a gigantic holo display. The projector array filled the center of the vaulted ceiling, and hung above a shimmering pool of water. The pool's black surface reflected the glowing holograms of planets and ships hovering in the air.

      “My lord,” Ecotyl said, announcing his presence. The tall man turned and glanced over his shoulder.

      A snarling, golden mask stared back at the commander.

      The mask of Sartarus…

      Behind the angular features and curved fangs of the glimmering faceplate, Ecotyl could see the man’s eyes. They were a piercing, brilliant blue. Each pupil was a tiny black dot, lost in a sea of azure fire. They grew wider, as Sartarus focused on him with an intense stare.

      “You bring me news of failure, don’t you Commander?” Sartarus asked, his muffled voice amplified by speakers in the mask. “Otherwise, you would not have come in person.”

      Ecotyl stood at attention, and cleared his throat.

      “The arena complex has been destroyed by orbital bombing. My centurions have searched the ruins, but we’ve found no sign of the man you seek.”

      Sartarus turned back to the holo display. He tilted his head as he examined the movements of the other ships in orbit. “He has already escaped the planet, Ecotyl. I ordered you to destroy all ships leaving the surface.”

      “Sir, our blood hawk fighters have intercepted every—”

      “Excuses and lies!” The man’s voice rose to a bitter howl. “Refuge for the weakest of minds.”

      Reaching out a gloved finger, Sartarus touched the glowing hologram of the planet. He spun it though the air, revealing a series of small red dots. The tiny glowing markers identified the Dominion and civilian ships engaged in combat above the planet.

      Reaching out with his hands, he expanded the image. Ecotyl stepped closer, squinting. He watched as one of the dots grew larger, revealing a hologram of an older model combat ship… an old Sidegunner, from the looks of it.

      “HMS Star Claw,” he said, reading the glowing markings.

      “This ship destroyed the fighters you sent after it,” Sartarus hissed. “Then it opened a star-path, and left the field of battle.”

      “Sir, I… That means it could be anywhere by now,” Ecotyl stammered.

      “Yes, Commander, you are correct. And that means you have failed me. That ship is carrying the man I seek. The man I ordered you to destroy!”

      “How can you be sure he—”

      Sartarus spun around and faced Ecotyl. His dark robes whipped through the air behind him like black wings. The commander’s words died in his throat.

      “You doubt my wisdom, Commander?”

      Ecotyl shook his head. “No sir, I—”

      Sartarus reached up with a gloved hand and gripped his golden mask. There was a hiss as the face-plate’s couplings released. He pulled it away, revealing his flesh underneath.

      Ecotyl gasped. The man’s skin was gray and shriveled. Torn, rotting lips barely covered his gnarled, yellow teeth. His nose had rotted away, leaving only two bloody pits in a lump of upturned flesh.

      Sartarus was not enfeebled. Ecotyl had seen him moving about the ship. The man appeared fit and strong. But this face… this face was impossibly withered and ancient.

      “Knowledge and wisdom have a price, Commander. A price I have willingly paid. Can you say the same?”

      A lump of gray flesh seemed to ripple and slide across the hideous man's cheek. Ecotyl squinted. He saw something moving in the dark recess behind his tongue. Something small and metallic, scurrying across the pink, festering flesh.

      Sartarus chuckled. “Do my little friends disturb you?”

      “No sir, I—”

      The robed man waived his hand in dismissal. “Flesh weavers, from the Consortium Biomancers. They are powered by the dark energy Daizon has gifted to me. I am older than I appear, Ecotyl. And to bathe in the greatness that is Daizon… it takes a toll on one’s physical being. These machines help my body recover from the strain. They have done their job. Now, do yours. Alert our spies, watch the star ports and nearby stations. Tell General Kyr to send us more ships, more men.”

      Sartarus replaced the mask. It settled into his helmet with a quiet thunk. He turned, and regarded Ecotyl with a single blue eye. In the dim interior, his stare seemed to burn brighter than the stars and pulse bolts beyond the windows.

      “Do whatever you must. But find that ship. Is that understood?”

      Ecotyl stood ramrod straight and saluted. Beads of seat dripped down his forehead, and he bit his lip to stop it from quivering. “Yes sir!”

      He began to walk away, but forced himself to stop and turn around.

      “Sir, should we deploy… the weapon? To cleanse the planet’s surface of any survivors?”

      Sartarus chuckled. “You wish to unleash the most powerful force in the galaxy, to raze a dead planet?” He shook his head. “Such a waste. Such a lack of vision. No, Commander. Inform the High General that the next time we unleash such greatness, it will be to annihilate Prince Tygon, and cement Kyr's hold on the throne. Until then, we must bide our time. We must find the one thing that can stop us…”

      Sartarus tapped a floating point in space. Another holographic plane floated in the air before him. It projected video footage in front of the two men… A gladiator, cutting through hordes of combat mechs with a glowing plasma axe. The muscular warrior stood atop a pyramid in the arena. He raised his weapon over his head. One of his eyes glowed red, and a green, claw-like tattoo rippled across his chest.

      Sartarus reached out, as if to touch the man. His hand drifted through the holographic projection. He stepped closer, staring through his monstrous golden mask at the gladiator’s frozen image.

      “This is the man we are pursuing?” Ecotyl scoffed. “He's merely a slave.”

      Sartarus shook his head. “He is no ordinary man, Ecotyl. He bears the mark of R’Kur, the God Dragon.”

      “R’Kur? I’ve never heard of such a god.”

      Sartarus' eyes grew even wider, as if they could destroy the man in the image with the power of his gaze.

      “His people died out. Centuries before the first colonists were even bred in their vat ships. While they were lost in the gulf between galaxies, the tribes of the First Ones arose, and then fell. But make no mistake, this man is a threat. The Claw of R’Kur must be found. He must be destroyed.”

      The water in the pool began to swirl. Ecotyl’s eyes grew wide, as he saw a dark shadow ascend from the murky depths, lit red by the floating holograms above.

      “Leave us,” Sartarus commanded, his voice a hoarse monotone. “Do not disturb me until you have found the ship.”

      Ecotyl nodded, and spun around. He hurried across the catwalk, his shoulders hunched beneath the stony gaze of the towering statues. He heard wet splashing below him, the slap of moist flesh striking the metal deck plates. And heard something else as well… laughter.

      The laughter of small children, echoing through the shadows.

      Ecotyl did not turn around to see what could have made such a sound.

      He had no desire to know.
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      Talon leaned against the wall of the narrow corridor. He felt dizzy, nauseous. They had traveled for days, jumping through multiple star-paths to throw off pursuers. Then, there had been a rushed descent through the scintillating rings and noxious clouds of this massive green planet. The gas giant orbited a binary star system in unclaimed territory, far beyond the outer reaches. As far as Talon knew, he had never traveled this far from the Dominion’s borders.

      As soon as they landed, vertigo struck him. Avra chuckled as she watched him stumble down the Star Claw’s ramp. Salena brushed past him and hurried off, leaving the rest of the group behind. A dazed, unfocused look filled her shimmering blue eyes.

      "Salena, wait…” Talon called to her, but she ignored him. He watched her pass, as he leaned against one of the ramp's landing struts for support.

      “Don’t mind her,” the red-haired woman said. “Opening all those star-paths took a lot out of her. She needs her beauty sleep.”

      A few minutes later, a pair of white armored soldiers led them through the maze-like corridors of the complex. Talon had to pause, taking a few seconds to catch his breath. He leaned against the dura-plas wall and clutched his stomach.

      “Infernal suns!” he cursed. “My head is spinning… stomach churning… were the ship’s rations poisoned?”

      Zobo chuckled and slapped him on his back.

      “Don’t worry about it, Fledge. Long trip in artificial gravity. Feels real, but your brain can tell the difference. Throws you off at first, but you’ll get used to it. Little wine should help.”

      Talon bent over and vomited. The two guards stopped in their tracks, and spun around. One of them frowned. “Are you sure this is the man you were sent to retrieve?”

      Zobo and Avra helped Talon to his feet. The woman grimaced as she stepped around the puddle of sick that stained the gleaming white floor.

      “He’ll be fine. Just needs a little rest before we debrief,” she said. They each slung one of Talon’s arms over a shoulder, and dragged the large man forward.

      “Maybe skip the wine, lad,” Zobo muttered. “I’ll drink for both of us.”

      The group set off again down the corridor. They marched past a long, narrow window that curved around a corner. The hidden complex lay nestled at the bottom of a deep canyon, submerged in a dense atmospheric sea. Outside, a murky soup of liquefied gas flowed past. Chemical impurities gave the dense haze a putrid green tint. Pools of light from the submerged complex glowed in the distance.

      “Prince Lucian is meeting with his military advisors now,” one of the soldiers said. “After our losses on Hadros… well, as you can imagine, we’ve had to adjust our strategy somewhat.”

      “Losses?” Zobo growled. “Losing half your fleet isn’t a loss. It’s a massacre.”

      The soldier frowned, but said nothing.

      They stopped in front of a circular door. Avra tapped the controls, and it hissed open. They staggered in, and heaved Talon onto the bed.

      Avra set her hands on her hips, and stared down at the barely-conscious man, a mischievous smirk on her lips. “Sleep tight, big guy.”

      “The Prince will summon you when he’s ready,” one of the soldiers called from the doorway. Until then, please remain in your quarters.”

      Talon rolled over on the bed and groaned. “Zobo, wait. The woman, Salena… we had a deal. She said she would grant me my freedom if I came with her.”

      “And so she shall, boy. You help us, we’ll help you. Besides, look out the window… don’t you feel free?” The wolf-like alien bellowed his strange, snarling laugh, then left the room. The door hissed shut behind him.

      Talon sat up on the thin mattress. He ran a hand through his hair and took a deep breath. His stomach still rumbled and groaned, but his head was beginning to clear. He stood up, walked over to a tiny sink mounted in the wall, and splashed some water on his face. Then he paced over to the window. He leaned forward, peering into the dark, murky shadows outside. All he could see beyond the window was an impenetrable haze of liquid gas. He knew the vapor was toxic, and exerted bone-crushing pressure at this great depth. He doubted any life at all could survive outside.

      “Free,” he muttered to himself.

      He shook his head, and fell back onto the bed. Within seconds, he was asleep.
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      Talon awoke with a start. He had been dreaming again. The same dream as before… the life pod, the falling rocks. The woman crying out to him, words he could barely hear or understand.

      The darkness… Trapped, alone. Buried alive…

      He sat up in bed and brushed his sweat soaked hair from his face. Breathing hard, he glanced around the room, remembering where he was.

      A soft chime sounded. Someone was outside the door. He shook his head, clearing his mind of the dark thoughts that had disturbed his sleep. He felt as though he had slept for hours, but the scene outside the window was unchanged… a dense liquid fog, green and glowing in the distance.

      The chime rang out again. A voice spoke through an intercom.

      “The prince will see you now. The others have gathered in the main hall.” He recognized the voice as one of the soldiers from earlier.

      He realized he had never slept behind a door that would not open when his owner demanded it… He had no idea how to get out.

      “Give me a moment,” he called out, uncertain if the intercom was voice activated.

      His feet thudded on the cold floor as he climbed out of bed. He threw on his clothes, and grabbed his battle harness. Approaching the door, he reached out and touched the smooth metal surface.

      Nothing happened. He slapped the door with his open palm. Still nothing. Then he pounded with both fists.

      “Iberon’s harem,” he cursed. “How do I open this damn thing?”

      “Wall panel, green button,” the exasperated voice answered back.

      Talon squinted at the rectangular panel mounted to the wall. In the murky glow from the window, everything looked green. He tapped the largest button he could see. The door slid open.

      The soldier stood at attention outside, his white armor gleaming in the dim light. He glanced down at the saber and scabbard Talon held clenched in his fist.

      “You’ve been granted an audience with his Highness, Prince Lucian Tygon," he said in a commanding voice. "No weapons are permitted in his presence.”

      Talon glared at the man for a moment, then tossed his swords on the bed.

      “Satisfied?” he grunted.

      The soldier nodded, and spun on his heels. “Follow me, please. The others are waiting for you.”

      The man led him through another series of sterile white corridors. This time, Talon noticed the complex was buzzing with activity. Heavily-armed soldiers jogged past them in the corridors. Technical crews guided hover palettes stacked with supplies towards the hanger decks.

      After a few more turns, the soldier escorted him through a security checkpoint. They passed under an archway, and entered a large rectangular room. Vertical columns lined the walls. Platters of half-eaten food covered a long, narrow table that dominated the center of the chamber. Flickering plasma torches hung from the ceiling, bathing the area in a soft, warm glow.

      A row of soldiers stood at attention in front of the far wall. Talon eyed their force pikes and rifles as he was led to the table.

      Zobo and Avra sat in ornate chairs, feasting on pink roasted meat of some kind. The red-haired woman gulped down a goblet of purple wine, then looked up at Talon and grinned.

      “There you are," she said, wiping her mouth with a napkin. "I was afraid the gravity sickness would take you down for the whole night.”

      Zobo’s powerful jaws tore a fist-sized hunk of flesh from an enormous bone. “Sit, boy. Eat!” He threw his legs up on the table, knocking over a platter of blue vegetables. “We won’t feast like this again any time soon, I tell you.”

      “Welcome,” said a young man sitting at the head of the table. He stood up and gestured to an empty chair. “I am Lucian Tygon, rightful heir to the Tygon Dominion. Won’t you join us? I’m told you were a gladiator?”

      Talon eyed the young man with surprise. The prince was a young human, just a boy, really. It was hard to believe he was the heir to an empire as powerful as the Dominion. He appeared to be a few years younger than Talon, at least. His skin was pale, his hair the color of straw. His green eyes regarded Talon with serene curiosity. But there was something haunting about his stare. Talon knew the look well.

      This boy has witnessed death, he thought. Up close and personal.

      A pair of doors hissed open behind the prince. An older man stepped into the room. He wore a crisp white military tunic, with a row of medals pinned above his chest. His grey hair was swept back from his furrowed brow, leaving a sharp widow’s peak. The skin around his eyes winkled as he gave Talon a suspicious glance. He bent over and whispered something into the boy’s ear.

      Talon remained standing. He turned to Zobo. “Where is Salena?”

      “Listen to you,” the smiling alien growled between mouthfuls of food. "You sound like a love-struck pup!"

      “Someone’s got a crush,” Avra said, laughing. “You know, you really should be thanking me, instead of pining away for Sal. Here…”

      She reached behind her back, slid a metal rod from her harness, and tossed it through the air to Talon. He caught it with one hand, and hefted it before his eyes.

      “I told Salena,” he grunted, examining the controls on the rod, “this won’t work outside the—”

      As his fingers touched the controls, the orange blade of his plasma axe blazed to life. The arc of fire sliced through the metal chair in front of him. The furniture fell apart with a loud crash. A droning hum emitted from the weapon, as power coursed through its circuits.

      At the sight of the plasma blade, the older man stopped whispering to the prince, and stood at attention. “Protect the prince!” he shouted. Two armored guards yanked the young man away from the table, blocking him from the others with crackling force pikes. The other men raised their rifles, and began stalking towards Talon.

      “Drop the axe,” the man in the uniform bellowed. “Now!”

      Talon spun around, sizing up the men as they advanced towards him. He held the glowing weapon in a defensive posture. He turned and glared at the younger man with his red eye. “If you really are a prince, you’d best call off your dogs. Or the servants here will be scrubbing their blood from the floor for days.”

      Zobo dropped his hunk of meat, and slid his hand towards a carving knife. “Damn. Look’s like dinner’s over,” he growled.

      “Well, I didn’t think he’d be stupid enough to turn it on here!” Avra hissed. She stood up and backed away from the table, raising her arms in a defensive position. She glanced left and right at the men surrounding them.

      Talon watched her from the corner of his eye. He recognized her crouched legs and raised arms as the first stance of Fera K'ral. It was one of many martial arts he had studied in the arena, although he was not an expert in the discipline. Her eyes met his, and he gave her a nod.

      “Enough!” a woman  shouted from the far end of the room. A wall of blue energy shimmered in the air. The barrier separated him from the soldiers charging towards him. The wall surged and rolled like a wave, driving the armored men back towards the wall.

      Talon whirled around. Salena stood in the entrance to the room. Her eyes blazed so bright it hurt to look at them, and an invisible breeze whipped through her cobalt hair. Her arms twisted and spun in the air. Talon blinked… at first, he thought he saw glowing blue symbols hovering in the air around her swaying fingers. But then, at the exact second he looked at them, they seemed to fade and disappear. The strange wind died down, and her eyes returned to normal.

      “Talon,” she said, crossing the room towards him. She ignored the astonished stares of the cowering soldiers. “I give you my word, no one will hurt you here. You do not need your weapon.”

      Talon eyed the armed soldiers, then turned towards the younger man. He slid his thumb over the controls, and the weapon extinguished itself with a loud hiss.

      “My apologies Your Highness,” he muttered. “I meant no disrespect.”

      Avra slinked back to her seat, a sheepish grin on her face. “I removed the inhibitor chip. You’re welcome.”

      Talon kicked the destroyed chair out of the way, and pulled up another seat. Salena settled into a chair across from him, near the prince. She poured herself a glass of wine, and smiled.

      “Now then. I believe there was talk of a briefing?”

      The older man narrowed his eyes, but said nothing. The prince took his seat at the head of the table.

      “Please, forgive Commander Javis. As my royal advisor, he and his men have vowed to protect me with their lives.

      The man named Javis clasped his hands behind his back, and stood at attention. “And I’m sorry to say, we’ve have had to do so on numerous occasions.”

      Talon reached across the table, and grabbed a rack of meat. He gnawed at it as eagerly, as Zobo did. The wolf-like alien gave him an approving grin, and returned to his meal.

      “I was told you were a rebel agitator,” Talon said to the prince, swallowing his food as he spoke. “Back in the arena, Rufa Omdura said your father wished to transfer power to the republic. The people elected General Kyr, and you coveted the throne for yourself.”

      The prince slammed down his cup of wine. His green eyes flashed with anger, and his lips curled into a snarl. “That is a lie! I was there when General Kyr seized power. I was just a child, but I will never forget that day. I was in my father’s throne room, playing with my toys… I dreamed of adventure then. I imagined myself a soldier, or a gladiator, like yourself.” The prince shook his head. “Childish fantasies.”

      Javis gave him a concerned look. “Your Highness, these are painful memories. There’s no need to—”

      The prince shook his head. “No, I want him to know. I am not the man Kyr claims I am. It was he who seized power. And it is he who now oppresses my people!”

      Talon looked into the prince’s eyes, then nodded. “Rufa told me many lies. It would seem this was another.”

      Lucian gave him a brief smile, then continued. “Kyr’s men stormed the palace. They gunned everyone down. Women, children… everyone. Everyone except my father, that is. Kyr ordered him to be captured and bound. As my guards dragged me away, I looked back over my shoulder. I saw Kyr draw his blade… I saw him cut off my father’s head.”

      Death, Talon reminded himself. Up close, and personal.

      The prince took a deep breath, and drank more wine from his goblet. “I was forced to go into hiding. I watched in secret as Kyr held his sham elections, and drove the kingdom my father built into ruin. He reduced our people to poverty, handed entire colonies over to slavers and criminals. And now he wages endless wars of conquest against nearby territories. All to fill his coffers with chips and precious metals.”

      Talon swallowed another bite of meat.

      “I’m sorry for your loss. But Your Highness, as you said, I am a gladiator. A slave. I still don’t understand why I’m even here.”

      The boy nodded. “Recently, I made a decision. I could wait no longer. I have formed a coalition. Dominion troops, who remained loyal to my father, and his ideals. And rebel factions, fighting against Kyr’s tyranny. We began plans for a military strike, a coup to reclaim the throne. Our staging ground was the planet Hadros, on the edge of Dominion space.”

      Zobo set down his goblet, and uttered a quiet snarl. “Kyr’s spies must have infiltrated our ranks, Your Highness. It’s the only way he could have struck so quickly.”

      The boy shook his head. “Captain Zobo, I appreciate your input, but I refuse to believe any of my men could be disloyal.”

      Javis cleared his throat. All eyes turned towards him. “Be that as it may,” he said, “Somehow, Kyr discovered our location. Before we could set our plan in motion, he attacked. Our losses were catastrophic. In the blink of an eye, we lost half our fleet.”

      The prince nodded. “Zobo and Avra barely got me out in time. And Hadros is simply… gone.”

      Talon looked up from his food. He stared at the prince, then turned to Salena. “What does he mean, gone? This High General Kyr has the means to destroy a planet?”

      Javis waved his hand over the table. A hologram rose up in the center.

      “See for yourself,” he said quietly. “This is Hadros now.”

      The image before them showed a splintered, lifeless chunk of rock, drifting in space. Half the planet’s mass was ripped away. A trail of rocks and debris led to an enormous, spinning vortex… A red hole, torn in space, just above the ruptured atmosphere of the devastated world.

      “Like I said,” Zobo muttered. “A massacre.”

      Salena stood up. “In his lust for conquest, Kyr has allied himself with a man far more dangerous than himself. His name is Lyko Sartarus.”

      Talon gulped down a sip of wine, and narrowed his eyes. “The nobleman who purchased me by contract from Rufa?”

      Salena nodded. She slipped a silver disk from her belt. The rim was studded with colorful gems. “Sartarus is no ordinary nobleman. He is human, but he is very old. He was once a great general himself. Now he is a religious fanatic. He follows the cult of Daizon, an ancient being, once worshipped as a god of death and destruction. For Sartarus, every life he snuffs out is a symbol of his devotion. And this weapon, whatever it is, may be his ultimate tribute.”

      She held out the disk in the palm of her hand. Her eyes began to glow once again. An image came into focus, hovering in the air above her hand.

      Talon squinted. He saw giant metal pillars, obelisks of some kind. They looked to be hundreds of meters tall, at least. Giant hauler mechs carried them across the cold metal surface of a vast cargo bay. The pillars were marked at regular intervals by rows of carved symbols. A man in crimson robes stood on a metal catwalk, before a curved panoramic window. Behind him, a swirling nebula painted a violet glow over the machines as they loaded the obelisks onto the ship.

      The man turned… Talon saw gleaming highlights reflecting off a monstrous, golden metal mask.

      The image froze.

      “Our intelligence operatives believe that Sartarus has acquired an ancient artifact of some kind. A weapon, with vast destructive potential. These obelisks are part of it, but we know nothing of its capabilities, nor how it operates. None who remained on Hadros survived to report on its effects. All we know is that it is very powerful. And very old.”

      Salena waved her free hand above the disk. The image played in reverse, and froze on one of the strange, metal pillars. It zoomed in, displaying the markings carved across the metal’s dull gray surface.

      “These symbols are not random. Similar markings have been found in temples, scattered across dead planets throughout the galaxy. Sensor scans of these sites have determined that they pre-date the arrival of human colonial ships by thousands of years.”

      Avra clenched her fist, and glared at the image. “So whoever made this weapon, they weren’t human. What do the symbols say?”

      Salena shook her head. “No one knows. This language is older than my people as well. I recognize a few markings, but most of it is unreadable to me.”

      Talon grunted, and shifted in his chair. “Ancient weapons, exiled princes, fanatical cults… You said you needed my help, in exchange for my freedom. What good is a gladiator’s sword against dark energy strong enough to destroy entire planets?”

      Salena moved her hand again, and the image zoomed closer to one of the symbols adorning the metal pillars. She began to circle around the table. Her silken gown fluttered about her shapely legs, as she paced towards Talon with a slow, measured stride.

      “I cannot say for sure. But my spies noted a symbol, a special mark. It appears multiple times, on all of the artifacts gathered by Sartarus.”

      The group peered closer… the image showed a triangle, with three lines converging in the center. The lines met at a star burst in the middle of the triangle. A tiny chip of emerald crystal was embedded in the carved metal, and it glinted in the light.

      “What is that?” Talon asked, squinting at the glowing image.

      “That is the eye of R’Kur. It is the symbol of another god, the great dragon of earth and sky. Do you remember when we first met, Talon? I asked about your tattoo?”

      He nodded. “Yes. But as I told you, I have no memory of where it came from.”

      She stood behind him. Her fingers slid over his shoulder, then caressed the skin of his chest. As her nails moved over the emerald green claw, the image hovering in the air shifted and warped… it now showed his chest. As she touched him, the design inked into his skin began to glow.

      “I recognized the technique used to mark you. It is very old, a lost tradition known as Azazumi. What appears to be a single design is actually made of many smaller patterns. Each part is too small to see with the human eye. But look closer…”

      The image zoomed in, and expanded. The green tattoo became a mosaic of tiny dots. Then closer still, the dots resolved into symbols. An intricate mural of tiny patterns, stretching across the rocky canvas of his magnified skin.

      Each one was the same triangle, surrounding a green starburst. The Eye of R’Kur, copied millions, perhaps billions of time across his flesh.

      “Iberon’s harem,” Talon exclaimed, his eyes widening in surprise.

      Avra pulled back her fiery red hair. “The same symbol. But what does it mean?”

      Salena let her arm drop. The image faded away, and her eyes returned to normal. “I don’t know. But one thing is certain. Talon, somehow you are a part of all this. The mark proves that. Sartarus sent his fleet to the outer reaches to find you. To kill you. I believe he fears you for some reason.”

      The prince stood up. “Talon, I can’t pretend to understand how Salena found you, or what part you have to play in all this. But I trust her judgment. And I make you this promise. If you can help us destroy this weapon, my forces will rally behind me. I will reclaim the throne. And when I do, I will have the power to erase your files from the blood scan archives. You will no longer be a slave. You will be free.”

      The prince stood, and raised his glass as well. “A toast, my friends. Talon, as they say in the arena… Victory, or death.”

      Avra stood and joined the toast. “To those who died fighting on Hadros… victory or death!”

      Zobo sighed, and stood with them. “My people don’t make toasts… Bad luck, if you ask me. But let me offer Talon a word of advice. The galaxy is a tough place, son. It’s not a bad thing to have a prince owe you a favor.” He winked one of his yellow eyes, and cocked his head towards the young man at the head of the table. “And it’s even better if he’s the emperor.”

      Salena’s eyes glowed bright. They were like twin stars, and her face was difficult to see in the glow of their combined brilliance. She gazed down at him and smiled. “Well? What say you, warrior?”

      Talon was silent for a moment. Then he stood up.

      “No.”

      Zobo cleared his throat. “Beg your pardon, boy? I don’t think I heard—”

      “My answer is no.” Then Talon turned, and stormed out of the chamber.

      The prince gave him a confused look, but said nothing. Zobo and Avra sat back down in their chairs. Salena frowned, and remained standing.

      “Excuse me, your Highness. I’ll go talk to him.” She hurried off, as the prince slumped back in his chair.

      Zobo reached across the table, and grabbed the slab of meat from Talon’s abandoned plate. “Well, no sense letting this go to waste.”

      He licked his lips, and began to gnaw on the bone. Avra kicked him under the table. His ears pulled back, and his yellow eyes glanced over at her.

      “What?” he snarled, as bits of meat fell from between his fangs.
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        * * *

      

      “Talon, wait!”

      Salena called after him, but he paid her no heed. He felt her hand grab his shoulder, and he spun around to face her. He glared at her, rage simmering in his eyes… one crimson and blood red, the other as black as the cold depths of space.

      “Talon, please,” she said. “We can’t do this without you.” Her fingers slid down his arm. “We need you—”

      “Enough,” he snapped, and flung her hand away. “You think because I am a mere slave, I am also a fool?”

      “You know I don’t think that,” she replied.

      He shook his head. “I’ve had my fill of your honeyed words. I was a fool to trust you. First you seduced me. Then you lied to me. All to bring me here, to join this fool’s errand.”

      “Seduced you?” Her eyes opened wide and flashed brighter. She thrust her head up and straightened her shoulders. “I’m not going to apologize for enjoying a night of pleasure in the midst of this war. And as I recall, you seemed to enjoy yourself as well.”

      Talon said nothing. He glanced out the long windows that ran along the corridor. Outside, the green haze of pressurized gas was as dense and impenetrable as ever.

      He looked back into her glowing eyes.

      “You dangled freedom before me. Showed me sights I had dreamt of… You gave me hope.”

      He pointed at the door they had just exited. “All to bring me here… to fight and die for a prince I’ve never met, in a war that has nothing to do with me.”

      “Prince Lucian may not be perfect. No man is. But there is goodness in him, Talon. I have seen it in his heart. Just as I have seen it in yours.”

      Talon shook his head. “Believe what you like. All I know is, I have fought and bled my entire life for spoiled, pampered children like him. Now you ask me to do so again. And you call this freedom?”

      “I call it necessary. What do you think freedom is, Talon? Flitting around the galaxy, doing whatever you like on a whim? Filling your days with wine, women and song? One long, endless feast, until the haunted stars claim you?”

      Talon clenched his fist. “That sounds fine to me,” he muttered. He didn’t want to listen, but somehow her words were able to cut through his simmering rage.

      Again she touched his arm. This time, he did not pull away.

      “Then you have much to learn, Talon.” She sighed. “I am… older than you might think. I have seen much darkness in my time. I have witnessed the cruelty of tyrants like Kyr, and zealots like Sartarus. There can be no freedom in a galaxy enslaved.”

      “This is not my fight,” he replied.

      She moved her hand to his chest. “You are wrong. You are a part of this. This mark, the symbol on your chest, the crystal in your eye… Somehow, your past ties you to Sartarus and his plans. It is no mere coincidence that brought you to me. And then there are your dreams. Or should I say, visions?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “How do you know about them? Have you been using your powers to—”

      She shook her head. “No. I would never do that to you. But when we shared the vision of Koral that night, something inside you awakened. I told you, I felt a spark of dark energy in your eye. Our destinies were linked that night. I have shared your visions of the past. I don’t know what they mean, but they must be important.”

      Talon shook his head. “They’re just flashes… Bits and pieces. I don’t know what they mean either. But I want no part of them.”

      She took his hand, and placed it over her chest. He felt her heart, beating strong beneath her lavender skin and warm, soft flesh.

      “I believe true freedom is to know one’s self,” she said in a quiet voice. “To face one’s own heart, balance the darkness and light within. Only then can you truly be free.”

      Talon stared at her. “Is that why you are here? Why you fight for him?”

      She looked down for a moment. Her voice wavered. “I… I too am haunted by memories of my past.”

      She let his hand drop. Then she looked back up at him, and brushed a strand of cobalt hair from her face. “I am trying to set things right. But I need your help.”

      Talon took a deep breath. He stared at the gleaming white door behind them. “Can he really do what he says? Can he erase my past?”

      She smiled. “The past is not so easy to erase. But he can clear your file. Give you a fresh start. What you do with it is up to you.”

      Talon thought for a moment. Finally, he sighed, and shrugged his massive shoulders.

      “Very well. I was promised freedom after one hundred battles.” He looked down at her. “Looks like it will have to be one hundred and one.”

      She smiled back. They turned and walked back to the door.

      “Now, exactly how old did you say you were?” he asked, glancing down at the sleek curves of her body, and the diaphanous panels of silk that covered it.

      She shot him an annoyed glance. “As I said, Talon. You have much to learn. About many things, apparently."

      The door hissed closed behind them.
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        FRONTIER SPACE

        Beyond Dominion border

        A few days later…

      

      

      The hours and days that passed after the Prince’s briefing were a blur for Talon. A force tube allowed the Star Claw to ascend from the depths of the giant gas planet, and once again enter deep space. Then, a rapid series of jumps ensued, to throw off any Dominion Patrols. Zobo was convinced a spy had infiltrated the ranks of the Prince’s guards, and he refused to trust the safety of his ship to chance.

      While they drifted in deep space, Salena mostly kept to herself. Each star-path required a new set of coordinates to be generated. Powering the portal drive used a significant portion of the dark energy she wielded. The process left her exhausted, and she retired to her cabin when the ship’s computers worked to calculate the next destination point.

      Avra used the down time to teach Talon the basics of piloting. Strapped into her seat, he grit his teeth as he slid the throttle lever forward. An alarm whined in his ear, and the holo display hovering before his eyes flashed red. He struggled to remember what the blinking numbers and symbols were trying to tell him.

      He backed off on the main thrusters as he felt the deck plates rumble beneath his feet, but he was too late. The ship lurched forward, then jerked to a stop. The engines powered down with a low hum. They were drifting again, gently bobbing in the dark, endless sea of black.

      Avra reached over his shoulder and flipped a few switches on the control panel. The alarm ceased its electronic whine, and the holo display returned to a soft blue.

      “Not bad, Fledge, but did you see that red bar that was flashing?”

      Talon nodded. “I flooded the thruster manifolds.” He leaned back in the pilot’s chair and folded his hands behind his head. “I thought this would be like the battle gliders I flew in the arena. But all these controls… How can one remember so many switches and lights?”

      Avra laughed. “The Star Claw is about two wars old, you know. You think this old bird is complicated? Try sitting in the cockpit of a Dominion blood hawk. You have to be a certified mathematician to fly one of those things.”

      Talon grunted and shook his head. “That doesn’t sound like flying to me.”

      Avra patted his shoulder, then reset some controls on the panel. “Couldn’t have said it better myself. Besides, you know how long it takes most people to learn to fly a starship? Trust me, you’re a natural. Let’s try again, and this time make sure you—”

      Another alarm wailed to life, cutting off her words. Talon lifted his hands from the controls, and glanced at the flashing displays. “What did I do now?” he muttered.

      “Gravimetric distortion in our sector,” Avra snapped, glancing at the blinking holo display. “Multiple wormholes opening ahead of us. Not caused by a ship… black hole, collapsing star, something like that. Get up, I better—”

      Another siren blared to life, as more readouts flashed in front of Talon's eyes. “Proximity alarm,” he shouted. “No time, hold on!”

      Acting on instinct, he grabbed the controls, and threw the ship into a steep dive. Ahead of them, space seemed to ripple and warp. Strands of glowing energy shimmered in and out of existence, as gravity distorted the space around them.

      The siren wailed louder. A trail of glowing rocks tumbled through the tears in space-time. They were everywhere, randomly popping in and out of existence… rubble from some far away collapsed planet, transported by the warp in space. Within seconds, the vast cluster of asteroids surrounded the Star Claw on all sides.

      Talon felt the inertia press him back in his seat as he swung the ship between two of the larger fragments. The shield display blinked orange… smaller fragments of debris pelted the hull, wearing down their defenses. Avra grabbed the back of his pilot’s chair to steady herself. Talon kept his eyes on the front window as he worked the controls. The ship spiraled around another colossal chunk of spinning rock.

      “Increase throttle,” Avra shouted. “You have to compensate for—”

      “I know,” Talon snapped back. “The big ones have their own gravity.” The engines roared as he increased speed. He dipped the ship’s nose, avoiding another fragment. The jagged rock crashed into the larger asteroid beneath them. Glancing left and right, Talon darted the ship through a narrow gorge on the big rock’s surface. Fragments of ice and rubble exploded behind them.

      The rock began to collapse around the ship. Cursing, Talon jerked up on the controls, and sent even more power to the thrusters. Avra gasped as the sudden burst of speed and course change tossed her sideways. She fell into Talon’s lap, as the ship streaked under another tumbling rock. With a deafening roar, they shot out of the asteroid field.

      The wailing alarms ceased. The debris field drifted behind them. The asteroids tumbled through space, disappearing in their wake.

      They were clear.

      Avra looked up at him in shock.

      “How… how did you do that? You flew the ship. You navigated an asteroid field!”

      He lifted his hands from the controls and stared at them. “I don’t know… it just felt… it felt like I knew what to do.”

      “You’ve done this before,” she said in a breathy voice, her green eyes peering into his black and crimson stare. “You must have.”

      “I’ve been told that before.” He lowered his hands to her, cradling her body in his lap. “My old battle trainer said that when he saw me fight, he thought I’d been training all my life. But I have no memory of any training… No memory of flying. No memories of life at all, before I awoke in the blood pits.”

      Her arms snaked around his neck as she sat up. “A man without a past. Maybe you’re lucky. Most of us have memories we’d rather forget.”

      The door to the bridge hissed open. Salena stumbled into the cockpit, dressed in a sheer, colorful silk robe. Her hair was piled up in a messy bun, and she rubbed the sleep from her eyes. “Did I just hear the proximity alarm go off? I thought I—”

      Avra shoved Talon’s arm aside, and leapt from his embrace. “It was nothing,” she muttered. She yanked off her headband, and pulled back her long, fiery hair. “Teaching the fledge some basic maneuvers, that’s all.”

      Salena tilted her head, as her glowing blue eyes regarded the panting woman. “Avra, you’re blushing!”

      Talon stood up, and scratched his neck. “Salena, its not what—”

      “Wait… did I interrupt your human courtship ritual?”

      “No,” Avra snapped. “I told you, I was just—”

      Salena gasped and covered her mouth as she giggled. Her cheeks tinted rose and her nose wrinkled, as she grinned with child-like glee. “I knew it! As soon as you fixed his plasma axe, I knew it! ‘Basic maneuvers’, eh? Oh my!”

      Avra shook her head, and stormed off the bridge. “That’s enough lessons for today. I’ll be in my quarters. Wake me when we get to Bakala.”

      Talon watched her go, then turned to Salena. “I’m sorry, we just… It felt right.”

      Salena squinted her eyes and gave him a strange look. “Talon, you don’t think I’m jealous do you?”

      He returned his quizzical stare. “Are you not?”

      She laughed again. “Oh, my warrior… you do have much to learn. I enjoyed our time together, but you must understand, my people are different from humans. We do not experience jealousy over such trivial things. Even with a lifespan as long as mine, our time as physical beings in this universe is brief. Pleasure is to be savored in all its forms. The bonds we value are far more powerful than mere physical coupling.”

      Talon exhaled, then nodded. “Good. I thought, perhaps… I thought you might be upset with me.”

      Salena laughed again, then settled into her navigation chair. “As I told you Talon, I am very old. I have had many lovers in my life. You are hardly my first.” She sighed. “Not even my first human,” she added.

      Talon rubbed his neck again, then gave her a brief, awkward bow. “Yes. Of course. I think I’d best get some rest before we arrive.” He headed for the exit.

      “Talon,” Salena called after him. He stopped, and turned back to face her. She smiled. “I just want you to know, the bond we share, the link between us… It is very rare, even among my own people. That connection is very special to me indeed.”

      Talon nodded. “For me as well. I’ve never felt anything quite like it.”

      Her smile grew wider, and her eyes sparkled in the dim light. “Nor I, my warrior. But for what it’s worth, I think you and Avra make a good match. If you feel the same, you should let her know.”

      Talon shrugged, then gave her a sheepish grin. “Perhaps. We shall see.”

      He turned and left the bridge. The door hissed closed behind him, leaving him alone in the dark, humming corridors of the ship. He marched towards the sleeping quarters, his footsteps echoing off the metal deck plates.

      He paused outside Avra’s door, mulling over the events that had transpired.

      “Iberon’s harem,” he muttered to himself.

      He turned and stormed off towards his own quarters, disappearing into the shadowy depths of the narrow metal passageway.
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        BAKALA COLONY

        Outer Reaches, Tygon Dominion

        Several days later…

      

      

      Talon stood on the Star Claw’s bridge, and looked out the clear cockpit windows. Below them, gleaming silver towers protruded from the dark, craggy rocks of an asteroid the size of a small moon. The buildings reflected the rays of the distant crimson sun, shimmering beneath a series of energy domes. Their blinking neon lights cast colorful shadows across the planetoid’s jagged surface.

      Far off in the distance, between Bakala and its burning red sun, a belt of debris stretched across the dark gulf. Even at this distance, Talon could make out tumbling rocks, mangled equipment, and twisted hulks of wreckage… A graveyard of dead ships, trapped in a perpetual orbit by the star’s intense gravity.

      Avra pushed back her red hair, and made a quick adjustment to the ship’s approach vector. “Bakala Control, this is Independent Vessel Alpha Dawn." Her words crackled over the ship’s comm system. "Registration ID 113-779-SFA, requesting clearance to dock.”

      The glowing forcefield of the colony's hanger bay grew closer in the cockpit. Avra kept her eyes locked on her holo display. She turned off the transmitter. “I built a scrambler into our ID transponder,” she said in a cool, detached voice. “They won't be able to match us to the Star Claw’s registry. Don’t worry, the shield code will work.”

      “It better, child,” Zobo growled. “Or we’ll hit that docking bay screen like a bug on a windshield.”

      Talon glanced down at Avra, but she did not return his gaze. She had kept her distance from him since the night on the bridge. He knew little about women and courtship, but he sensed she was embarrassed… Salena had caught them enjoying an intimate moment. He felt vaguely annoyed with himself… Both for not speaking to her later that night, and for allowing such trivial concerns to occupy his thoughts.

      A cool, smooth hand touched his shoulder. He turned and saw that Salena had joined them on the bridge. He hadn’t noticed her walk up behind him.

      “You said you wished to see the cities of the Dominion,” she said in a breathy voice. “Well here we are. Welcome to Bakala Colony, one of the most wicked and decadent cities in the region.”

      “This floating garbage dump barely counts as a city,” Avra scoffed. “More like a giant bordello.”

      “I’ve visited some cities before,” Talon said, staring at the vista before them. “But I’ve never seen anything outside my quarters, or the arena. These buildings… they’re massive!”

      Zobo chuckled. “Bah, nothing here but casinos and cheap hotels. If it’s grand buildings you want, wait till you see the capital on Tal Adar.”

      Salena smiled. “He will see them, Zobo. When he’s ready.”

      Avra shrugged. The ship began to slide through an opening in the glowing blue screen that protected the hanger bay. She let her hands drop from the controls, and she stood up. “Well, ready or not, Station Control has taken over landing protocols. No turning back now. Bakala, here we come.”
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        * * *

      

      The crowd of bodies moving through the narrow streets of Bakala was like nothing Talon had ever seen. Hundreds of life forms from all corners of the galaxy pushed and shoved past him as they made their way towards a blinking crosswalk sign. To his left, a street vender served honey roasted spice beetles to a pair of reptilian Gekari. A hover taxi screeched to a halt in the street behind the stall. A Malthurian blob heaved its quivering bulk into the rear seat, arguing with the driver in a series of loud, wet gurgles.

      In the stagnant air beneath the curved dome, an insectile Kyt’Kan swooped on shimmering wings, flying alongside the blur of a hover-rail train. The train’s long, narrow line of cars screamed along above a thin magnetic guide rail, tearing through the air at incredible speeds.

      Floating platforms of neon lights and massive vid screens hung above them. The signs blared advertisements in dozens of languages. For Talon, the sights and sounds were overwhelming… an audiovisual cacophony that only the most seasoned traveler could comprehend.

      “I’ve never seen anything like this!” Talon gasped, craning his head to take in the buildings towering on either side of them. He followed Salena, Avra and Zobo as they stepped through the grid-locked traffic at an intersection. The four of them moved towards the lift tube of the nearest hover rail station.

      Zobo sniffed the air, and wrinkled his snout in disgust. “Never smelled anything like it either, I bet. The oxygen recyclers can’t clean out the stench fast enough.”

      Talon eyed a row of street vendors on the sidewalk. The tiny stalls sold an array of noodle bowls, spiced vegetables and other food items. The smell of spiced meat sizzling on a grill wafted through the air.

      “What are you talking about? That smell’s amazing!” Talon began to peel off, and head towards the nearest vendor's stall. Zobo grabbed his shoulder and yanked him back.

      “Stay away from the street food, son. You just got over your space sickness. Last thing you need is to turn your stomach inside out again.”

      Salena smiled, and drew her cloak tighter around her body. She quickened her pace towards the station. “Talon, keep your wits about you. We’re not here as tourists. We have a job to do.”

      As they passed by, Talon noticed a trio of men seated at one of the stalls. Their bodies were draped in cheap plastic cloaks. Dark, beady eyes peered up at him from beneath the poncho hoods. Their skin had the pale, sallow complexion of men who spent their lives inside starships, or colonies like this Bakala. Men who had little exposure to sunlight and fresh air… Miners, perhaps, or dock workers.

      Whoever they were, the men’s eyes followed Talon and the others through the crowd of pedestrians. Talon stopped and turned to face them, glaring back at them with a challenging stare. Two of the men averted their eyes, glancing down at their food. The third held his gaze, regarding him with wide, unblinking eyes.

      Finally, the man broke eye contact. He slid his chips over the counter and left the stall. The others followed. Talon watched as they ambled away into the throng.

      Salena approached him from behind and touched his arm. “Is something wrong?”

      Talon shook his head. “I don’t think so. Some men were watching us.”

      “Watching us? Were they armed?”

      “I don't know. But when you've fought in the arena as long as I have, you learn to spot an enemy. They’re gone now. Probably just dock hands, looking to pick a fight."

      They resumed their pace towards the lift tubes and caught up with the others. Salena gave him a concerned glance. “Are you sure?”

      He shrugged. “We’ll see. Now, tell me again about this man we’re looking for. What’s his connection to Sartarus?”

      Salena held out her wrist display, and let Talon see the screen. It showed an older man, with leathery, wrinkled skin. A salt and pepper beard and a pair of angry red scars decorated his grizzled face.

      “Since Sartarus acquired those pylons, dozens of archeologists and anthropologists have turned up dead. Others have simply gone missing. I suspect they were working for Sartarus, helping him translate those ancient symbols. Possibly locating the components he needed to build the weapon. Now that he has what he needs, he’s eliminating anyone who could reveal his plans.”

      Talon eyed the face on the screen. Something about the man looked familiar, but he couldn't quite place him. Salena lowered her arm, and the four pushed through the crowed entrance to the lift platform.

      “So this man is one of the missing scientists?” Talon asked.

      Salena lowered her voice. “Karl Aroyas is more of a tomb raider than a scientist. He’s wanted on nine systems for grave robbing, smuggling, and exporting sacred artifacts. But some of his goods turned up on the black market. They bare the same symbol as the pylons, and your tattoo… the eye of R'Kur. My spies say he’s been hiding here on Bakala, living under an assumed name. He may be the only man alive who can help us figure out what we’re dealing with.”

      “If he’s hiding, what makes you think he’ll be willing to talk to us?”

      Salena flashed him her enigmatic smile. “Greed, of course. He believes I’m a buyer of antiquities. A spoiled noble woman, stuffing her mansion with the priceless relics of long dead worlds.”

      “HALT!” an electronic voice blared above them. A metal sphere, about the size of a man’s head, hovered into view. The other people on the platform backed off, moving away from Talon and Salena. An array of red beams emitted from a lens on the front of the sphere. The light traversed up and down Talon’s body, and the sphere emitted a high-pitched, droning hum.

      “SUBJECT CONFIRMED,” the voice from the sphere stated. “FIRST NAME TALON. LAST NAME: NONE. DOMINION SLAVE LICENSE 0091178B. PROPERTY OF RUFA OMDURA. NO TRANSIT LICENSE ON FILE. ALERT: TRAVEL IS NOT AUTHORIZED.”

      Talon clenched his fists, causing the muscles in his arms to ripple and bulge. His skin flushed red with anger, as he thought back to his previous owner’s treachery. The hovering mech emitted a quiet beep, and floated back a few inches.

      “Listen you floating heap of scrap,” Talon growled. “Call me property again, and I swear, I’ll—”

      Salena rested her hand on Talon’s shoulder. She pulled him back, and stepped up to the sphere.

      “My apologies,” she said, her voice taking on the haughty tone of a nobleman woman. “There’s a been some kind of mistake. I purchased this slave several weeks ago. The transfer of ownership must be held up at central processing. Here, look at my records.”

      Her wrist unit projected a series of letters and numbers in the air. The red beams scanned the new information.

      The security mech was silent for a moment, then the voice squawked back to life. “TRANSFER OF OWNERSHIP ACKNOWLEDGED. TRAVEL AUTHORIZED.”

      The mech drifted away. The crowd around them murmured a collective sigh of relieve, as they resumed their frantic pushing and shoving.

      Talon glared down Salena. “How did you get ownership records with my name on them?”

      She flashed him a smile, and her eyes sparkled. “Forgery, of course. Much easier than erasing your blood scan data. You’ll still need the prince’s help to do that.”

      Avra stared at the mech as it disappeared into sky. “Won’t that thing log Talon’s travel? Alert Sartarus to our presence here?”

      Zobo growled. “By the time the report makes its way through Bakala’s network, we’ll be long gone. This may be a Dominion colony, but the crime syndicates control everything here. The last thing they want is a Dominion lord poking his nose into their business.”

      Salena reached up and grabbed the hood of Talon’s cloak, adjusting it to hide his face. “That being said,” she murmured, “there’s no point in attracting unnecessary attention. We must keep a low profile. Try to keep your face hidden.”

      There was a loud hum as the lifter fields kicked in, and the platform rose up towards the station.
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      Salena purchased them transport passes, they shoved their way on to the waiting train. Within minutes, she and Talon were seated in the last narrow car of the serpentine hover train.

      The car was nearly full, so Avra and Zobo moved forward to the next one. A warbling siren announced their departure. The train slid above the guide rail and pulled out of the station. Soon, they were racing through the eternal night of Bakala’s shielded skies.

      Lights and buildings rushed by outside, a blur of color and motion. Glow tubes ran along the ceiling of the train car, bathing the crowd of passengers in a sickly green light. Peering through the grimy windows, Talon could still make out the cloud of rocks and wreckage, drifting in the dark void above the colony.

      “What caused all this debris?” he asked. “Was a great battle fought here?”

      Salena shook her head. “Not exactly. In the days of the Star Cross Throne, Bakala was a planet. There was a mining colony there, digging up cryocite crystals for weapons. Dozens of pleasure stations like this one orbited the colony, to keep the miners happy.”

      “I’ve seen weapon-smiths work with raw cryocite,” Talon said, eying one of the floating hulks in the distance. It was just a tiny black spec, but he knew in reality the wreckage would be enormous. “The crystals are unstable until they’ve been processed.”

      She gave him a sad smile. “They certainly are. After the throne fell, the galaxy descended into war. Weapon production increased, people got careless. There was an accident, deep within the mine… an explosion. It set off a chain reaction that destroyed the planet’s core. The remains of Bakala formed the asteroid belt you see now. All the other stations were destroyed. Only this one survived, and it took on the name of the old planet.”

      Her shimmering blue eyes looked up, watching the debris drifting above them. “Millions of lives, snuffed out in an instant. No battle. No glory. But casualties of war, nonetheless.”

      Talon looked down at her. “You speak as if you were there. But the throne fell ages ago, long before the rise of the Dominion. There have been many wars since then.”

      She ignored his words, and continued staring out the window in silence.

      The view outside changed. Crumbling, older structure replaced the neon signs and shimmering tower. Row after row of pre-fabricated dwellings stacked upon each other, forming a sloping canyon of shops, businesses, and homes. The buildings were constructed from cheap artificial concrete. Their pitted, crumbling walls showed obvious signs of age and decay.

      “We’re leaving District A,” Salena whispered, as she glanced at the hovels outside the window. “Aroyas is staying in District G, on the other side of the colony.”

      “Good,” Talon replied, glancing towards the back of the train. “I’ve been thinking. If Aroyas knows the history of these symbols, perhaps he can tell me who put this mark on my skin. Or the crystal in my eye. Maybe he knows who wiped my memory as well. I swear, if I find—”

      He paused, squinting at some men moving up from the rear of the car towards them. He couldn't see them clearly through the crowd, but their movements seemed familiar somehow. They slid through the other passengers like predatory reptiles stalking through clumps of reeds.

      Talon had survived countless battles and blood matches in arenas across the galaxy. He had been trained to read the movements of his enemies, to anticipate their attacks. Seeing the way these men moved now, he was certain of one thing…

      They were prepared for violence.

      Talon rose to his feet, and pretended to stretch. He grabbed Salena’s arm, and yanked her up off her seat. “Move to the next car, quickly,” he whispered.

      “What? What are you—”

      Before she could finish her sentence, her eyes squeezed shut, and her face contorted in pain. She screamed and clutched her temples. The crowed murmured and shot them nervous glances as they shifted out of the way. Talon dragged her limp body towards the front of the train.

      “Salena, what is it?”

      The glow in her eye blinked and fluttered. She gasped for breath. Circling her arm around his broad shoulders, she pulled herself back to her feet. They limped towards the front of the car.

      “Dark energy… I sense large amounts of it nearby. Here, on the train!”

      Talon shot one more glance towards the rear of the train car. One of the men removed his hood, revealing pale skin and short, cropped hair… One of the men he had seen at the food stall, back in the streets. They had been followed.

      Talon muttered a silent curse, furious at himself for failing to notice them sooner.

      The man slid a blade from under his cloak. Talon narrowed his eyes… He spotted a thin line of cryocite crystal along the edge, glittering in the train car’s green light.

      The crowd screamed. They began pushing and shoving past Talon and the men, moving to the exit at the front of the car. Those who could not escape huddled along the sides, taking cover between the seats.

      Shoving Salena behind him, Talon whirled around to face his enemies. He tore his cloak from his body. Clutching the loose fabric in his fist, he used his free hand to draw his axe from his harness. With a click of a button, the plasma blade flamed to life, its angry hum echoing in the narrow confines of the car.

      The lead man raised his sword. “In Daizon’s name!” he bellowed. As he lunged forward, Talon spotted one of the man’s comrades from the corner of his eye. He raised the barrel of a heavy pulse pistol from under his poncho.

      Moving without thought, Talon dipped low and tossed his cloak into the air. The sudden motion threw off the man’s aim. He fired, but the bolt of energy flew wide, piercing the fluttering cloak, and shattering the window on Talon’s left side.

      Without stopping, Talon threw up his axe, blocking the leader’s sword strike. The razor-sharp cryocite in the blade could cut through almost anything. But the magnetic containment field of the plasma axe repelled the metal blade behind the deadly crystal. The attacker was thrown off balance, as Talon shunted his blow aside.

      Talon grasped the hilt of the axe with both hands, and swung it down. His opponent rolled backwards, just as the fiery blade tore into the floor of the car. Sparks and molten metal sprayed from the gash in the deck plates of the speeding train.

      As he wrenched the weapon from the tangle of metal and wires, Talon glanced at the other attacker. He was aiming his pistol for a second shot. Talon raised the axe, trying to guard his head with the glowing energy blade.

      Too slow, Talon thought. He’s got me in his sights!

      The man fired… Talon heard the whine of the energy bolt slicing through the air. But instead of piecing his skull, it deflected off a glowing barrier. It ricocheted and sparked against the metal walls of the train car… A shimmering blue shield hovered in the air, just in front of Talon's face.

      Salena stood behind him, her eyes blazing in the dim train car. Crackling blue symbols, glowing forms of pure energy, circled around her hands. She stabbed with her fists, and screamed words in a language Talon had never heard. The energy field rushed forward, striking the gunman in the face. As the man stumbled back, the glowing blue light wrapped around his head, smothering him in an unbreakable grip. He dropped the gun, and clawed at the energy field that engulfed his face.

      Salena threw her arms to the side. The crackling blue energy dragged the man through the air. He crashed into the side of the car with a dull thud. Then he slumped to the ground, and ceased his struggling.

      Bolts of energy crackled around Salena's hands and eyes. As the glow faded, she staggered backwards. She grabbed a railing on the side of the car, weakened from her attack.

      Talon yanked his eyes back to the leader. His lips curled into a grim smile. He spun the axe from side to side, whirling the blade until it became an orange blur. With a fierce war cry, he charged forward, swinging the weapon in a series of powerful strikes.

      The leader blocked each attack with his sword, but Talon’s strength was too much for him. Each blow sent him staggering backwards. The axe’s energy field hummed and whined as it sparked against the crystal of the leader’s sword.

      Finally, the man recovered, and pressed his attack. He deflected one of Talon’s mighty blows, then swung his sword in a wide arc before him. Moving with the instincts born from uncountable victories in the arena, Talon dropped to his knees. The blade whistled above him, missing his head by millimeters. It sliced through a metal pole in the center of the car, sending a shower of sparks into the air.

      The momentum of the attack drove the crystal-edged blade into the wall of the train car. More sparks erupted as the sword gouged into a flickering vid screen. The man’s eyes opened wide with fear… He yanked at the blade, but he couldn’t dislodge it from the crumpled metal and tangled wires.

      Talon leapt back to his feet, and swung his axe overhead. His opponent screamed as the fiery blade sliced through his limb, severing his arm clean off. A brief jet of crimson sprayed across the metal floor. A split second later, the sizzle of burning flesh filled the air of the train car. The intense heat of the plasma blade had cauterized the wound.

      The man stumbled back, cradling his severed arm. Smoke and steam rose from the charred flesh of the stump. He fell to the ground next to the third attacker, the man who had remained in the rear.

      Talon stepped forward. He watched as the final attacker knelt on the floor, pulling a metal object from his backpack. It was a thick, circular disk, about the size of a dinner plate. He slammed it onto the floor, and a ring of red lights glowed life around the object’s perimeter.

      “Talon, get back!” Salena shouted.

      Talon raised his axe. “If you’re so eager for death, face it like a man,” he growled. “Take up your friend’s blade, and meet me in combat.”

      The man looked up at Talon and smiled. His eyes were wide and manic… they held the twitching glint of madness, but no sign of fear.

      “Death is an illusion,” he shouted, his voice quavering with excitement. “In Daizon, we are eternal.”

      Before Talon could even move, a slim, curved dagger appeared in the man’s hand. The smile never left his lips, as he dragged the blade across his neck.

      The disk hummed louder, as his blood showered the metal surface. The attacker gasped a final death rattle, and slumped to the floor. A small dome on the surface of the disk slid open, revealing a spinning eye of red light.

      Talon turned to the few passengers left huddling in the train car. “Move, you fools! There’s a bomb on the train!”

      With a chorus of screams and shouts, the survivors shoved their way through the door at the front of the train.

      Salena grabbed his arm. “Talon, wait,” she hissed. “Its not a bomb! It’s—”

      Before she could finish her sentence, a deafening whine screamed from the disk. A spider web of cracks rippled through the windows in the car. Then they exploded, showering them both in fragments of glass. Talon winced in pain, but he raised his axe and stood his ground. Salena covered her ears, and fell to her knees as the wind whipped through her long blue hair.

      A cone of blood-red light burst from the disk, striking the roof of the train car.

      “Orion’s blazing bow!” Talon gasped.

      As Salena pulled him towards the door at the front of the car, an explosion of flesh oozed from the crimson light. In the blinking glow tubes of the train, Talon saw a quivering blob, covered in moist scales and tufts of mangy fur. It seemed to pour out from the red light, filling the narrow confines of the train car. It crushed the bodies of their attackers under its heaving bulk. Several passengers screamed as they were engulfed by the hideous blob. The metal walls of the car bulged and groaned, as they struggled to contain the creature’s mass.

      The door behind Talon hissed open. He turned and saw Zobo and Avra charge into the car.

      Zobo held his pulse pistol at the ready. His furry snout curled up above a toothy snarl.

      “What the hell is going on here?” he growled. “There's a mob—"

      The sight of the hellish creature stopped the pair in their tracks.

      “Oh,” Zobo said, raising his pistol. “Never mind.”

      He pulled the trigger and fired.

      A barrage of energy bolts leapt from the barrel of the gun. The shots struck the quivering blob dead center. Glowing burn marks sizzled on the creature’s flesh.

      In response, nine thick tentacles exploded from the undulating beast. They snaked through the air, whipping towards Talon and the others. A wet, pink crack appeared in the rotund flesh of the creature. The gash split apart, and blinked. A massive, bloodshot eye peered out at them from within the slimy flesh. Then the eye itself split open, revealing a gaping maw filled with dripping, needle-like fangs.

      A shriek emitted from the horrific creature’s mouth. The ear-piercing wail grew louder, and louder still, drowning out the rushing wind around them.
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      Zobo ducked beneath one of the tentacles as it whipped through the air above him. He fired again, but the searing energy bolts only seemed to enrage the beast further. It roared again, then sprouted more tentacles and sent them hurtling forward.

      A slime-covered eyeball, about the size of a man’s fist, tipped each appendage. As they flew closer, the quivering orbs parted like mouths. Barbed stingers, glistening with thick coats of venom, emerged from the new orifices.

      Talon sidestepped one of the deadly appendages as it snaked past him. He swung his axe, severing the tentacle in a single blow. The lump of flesh slapped against the floor of the train, writhing in a pool of its own black blood.

      Avra herded the few remaining passengers out the door behind them. Then she turned, and drew a pair of curved blades from her belt. With a flick of her wrists, the weapons unfolded into double-bladed knives, a foot long on either side. She spun her arms through the air, severing one of the tentacles as it curled around them. Before she could strike again, a third tentacle streaked towards her. Its venomous stinger aimed right between her eyes.

      With an angry roar, Zobo leapt in front of her. He took aim and fired. His gun spat bright bolts of energy towards the rushing trail of flesh. The tentacle tried to dart backwards, but it was too late… It erupted in an explosion of blood and slime. The black goo spattered the walls, and struck Zobo in the face. He growled as it dripped from his ears and clung to his fur.

      "Well that smells lovely," he muttered.

      With a sudden metallic shriek, the train shifted violently on the guide rail. Avra and Zobo tumbled to the left side of the tilting car. Salena cried out, as she lost her grip of the pole she was using to steady herself.

      Talon grabbed her with his free arm as she tumbled past him. A pair of tentacles streaked towards them as she caught her footing. Whirling his plasma axe with one hand, he lopped them off in mid air.

      A loud clanking rose up from the guide rail beneath the train. Avra stumbled to the front of the car and braced herself in the doorway.

      “Whatever the hell this thing is, its weight is throwing the train off of balance!" she shouted over the noise. "The inertia guides can’t compensate!”

      Zobo fired again. His pistol bolts had little affect on the main body of the creature as it lurched towards them. The beast’s strange mouth gaped open again. Another ear-splitting wail echoed through the swaying car.

      Talon stepped back, dragging Salena with him. “Everybody, into the next car,” he shouted.

      Zobo adjusted his aim, blasting another tentacle out of the air. “Go, I’ll cover you!”

      Talon turned and leapt across the gap between the hurtling cars. The crowd of passengers had fled farther down the train, and the next car was empty. Lights flickered on and off as they raced through the darkness outside. Talon gently deposited Salena into a chair. “Are you alright?” he asked.

      She nodded. “Affecting the physical world drains much of my energy… I need a few minutes to rest.”

      Talon placed a hand on her shoulder and turned to the rear of the train. Avra and Zobo leapt over the gap after them. Zobo fired a blast through the doorway, covering their escape. Then the red-haired woman slammed her fist down on the control panel. The thin metal door slid shut.

      Salena grabbed Talon’s arm. “That thing won’t stop with us. If it makes it to the front of the train…”

      Before the warrior could answer, the door behind them buckled and groaned. With a loud crash, it exploded towards them. The flying panel struck Zobo and knocked him backwards. He thudded into the floor, and rolled towards the front of the train car.

      He did not get up.

      Talon rushed to the rear of the car. Grabbing Avra, he yanked her out of the way, as more limbs shot through the open doorway. Some of the tentacles anchored themselves around the doorway of the car. The beast pulled itself towards the gap between them, roaring in fury.

      The train cars behind them bucked and shimmied as they sped over the guide rail. The track's inertia guides were struggling to keep the rushing train on course. The thrashing behemoth had thrown the vehicle off balance, and emergency systems were unable to compensate.

      Avra slashed at the tentacles with her blades. “The rear car’s losing its grip on the track,” she shouted. “If it goes, it will pull the rest of the train with it!”

      Planting his feet on either side of the doorway, Talon hefted the glowing axe above his head. “Then we send this thing back to the hell it crawled out of!”

      The glowing blade swung down, slicing through the metal joint that held the cars together. The beast roared again. Separated from the rest of the train, the rear cars began to slow down. Sparks leapt from the guide rail. The overwhelmed inertia guide compensators blew out one by one. Talon grinned as they began to pull away from the wailing monstrosity.

      Suddenly, more tentacles shot through the air. The fleshy limbs anchored on the door frame around Talon. A sudden weight jerked at the train. The car lurched sideways, and Talon was thrown across the floor. He slammed to a stop against the wall and looked up. He saw the fleshy blob pull itself forward. It oozed over the gap between the cars, and crashed through the rear entrance. Its massive bulk seemed to flex and grow, as it tore open the doorway and squeezed into the car.

      As the train sped around the dark peaks of a rock outcropping, the rear cars finally lost their grip. They flew off the thin guide rail, and plummeted into the darkness. A plume of fire lit up the asteroid’s surface as they crashed into the rocks below.

      Their train car shuddered as the creature heaved itself inside. The internal field wailed under the new stress. Metal crumpled and bulged as the creature charged after them.

      Talon leapt to his feet, his face contorted in a snarl of rage. But before he could strike, another thick tentacle snaked around his waist. He gasped, as the strength of the beast crushed the breath from his lungs. Before he could recover, he felt himself flying through the air. It was all he could do to hold on to his axe, as the flailing tentacle slammed him into one of the side windows. The impact of the blow blurred his vision. He felt himself lifted up again, and thrust forward. He slammed into the window once more, and the glass shattered behind him. Jagged shards tore at his back and arms. Cold wind rushed through his hair.

      He blinked to clear the haze that clouded his vision. Glancing down, he saw the surface of the asteroid streaking by at blinding speed. The tentacle coiled tighter, crushing his ribs and lungs. He coughed and sputtered, gasping for air. Looking up, he saw the blinking lights within the train car through the shattered window. Salena had staggered to her feet, and Avra was fighting more tentacles inside.

      The creature had him in a death grip. He was hanging outside the train, hundreds of feet above the surface…

      Tightening his grip on the glowing axe, he raised it above his head to strike. Then he paused…

      If the creature lets go, I fall to my death.

      Peering through the window, he tried to call out to Salena. The sorceress was obviously more powerful than he had realized. Perhaps she could use her dark energy to catch him, pull him back inside.

      But trapped in the crushing embrace of the beast, his voice was a harsh croak. His cry for help was barely audible above the rushing wind. He pounded his fist against the thick, blubbery flesh that held him, but he could not break the thing's stranglehold.

      He watched as Avra flipped through the air, leaping over a pair of slashing tentacles. She hurled one of her curved weapons at the creature's flesh as she flew over the razor sharp barbs. Then she landed on her feet like a cat and spun around, shielding Salena with her body.

      The blade impaled itself in the massive central eye that dominated the fleshy blob. A pulsing light on the handle of the twin blades filled the car with a blinking violet glow. A fireball exploded out the rear of the car. The noise drowned out the creature’s roar of pain.

      Talon felt the beast’s muscles contract. Wounded by the explosive blade, its tentacles shot inwards, wrapping around its body to protect itself. Talon blinked, as the metal wall of the train rushed up to meet him.

      He raised his forearm in front of his face to shield himself from the blow. His body slammed into the side of the train. Fighting through the pain and disorientation, his fingers grasped a slim metal rail that ran along the roof of the car. He grabbed it with a white-knuckled grip.

      With a hoarse cry, he swung the blazing axe, slashing off a chunk of flesh from the tentacle that held him. A high-pitched shriek pierced the air. The appendage fell away from his body, leaving him hanging from the side of the speeding train.

      The muscles in his arm flexed and bulged as he pulled himself up over the railing. He rolled onto the roof of the train, then staggered to his feet. A bitter wind roared around him. His hair whipped across his eyes, as dust and debris pelted his face. Looking ahead, he saw a shimmering blue glow in the distance. A forcefield tunnel encircled the train and guide rail, as the track snaked around the tight curves of a deep gorge.

      Talon sliced through the roof of the train with his axe, cutting a glowing three-foot gash in the metal surface.

      Avra peered up at him. “Talon? What in blazes are you doing up there?”

      “Never mind that,” he shouted down. Get the others to the next car, quickly!”

      “And then what?”

      “I’ll let you know when I figure that out!”

      Cursing, Avra knelt down and began slapping Zobo’s snout. “Come on you mangy furball. Nap time’s over!”

      Talon saw the beast thrash beneath him, lurching towards the others. He slashed the roof again, swinging the axe back and forth. A rain of molten metal spilled down from the opening, pelting the wounded creature’s massive eye.

      With a snarl, it rolled onto its back and glared at Talon through the torn, mangled roof.

      “What are you waiting for, demon spawn?” he shouted. He slashed again, sending more fragments of burning metal raining down on the creature. “I’m right up here!”

      The creature’s remaining tentacles darted through the shattered windows on either side of the train car. Talon counted six in all, dancing around him like massive pythons. Each one was as thick as a man’s leg. One by one, the orbs that tipped each appendage slid open. The glistening, deadly stingers emerged…

      “That’s it, you cursed pile of blubber," he shouted. "Come have a taste of me, if you can!”

      Talon swung his axe, slicing the stinger off the nearest tentacle. He whirled and danced across the roof, dodging the rapid strikes of the other appendages. A jagged barb plunged beside him, burying itself in the roof of the train. He slashed down, lopping it off at the tip. Then he rolled on his back as another limb swung overhead.

      Glancing down the track, he saw the blue tunnel of crackling energy growing closer and closer.

      Almost there… Got to keep it busy!

      He leapt to his feet, spinning the axe in a wide circle above his head. The tentacles pulled back, hovering just beyond the whirling blade’s reach.

      The light of the energy field cast a turquoise glow across the rocks in the canyon. Talon felt the train shift as the track began to curve. The guide tunnel kept the train on the rail, as it shot around the hairpin turn.

      Now! he thought.

      Powering down the axe, he sprinted forward, racing towards the curtain of blue energy. The tentacles flexed, and dove through the air after him.

      As he neared the front of the car, he saw the edge of the glowing tunnel, curving around the rock face. There was only about a foot or two of clearance between the sides of the train and the humming energy field.

      He dropped onto his back and slid forward. The glowing tunnel rushed overhead. Its blue light was almost blinding in the darkness of the asteroid’s eternal night.

      Talon heard the creature howl, as the energy barrier sheared though the tentacles like a giant blade. Then he slid off the roof, and dropped into the narrow gap between train cars.

      The door behind him slid open. He felt a pair of hands yank him forward into the next car.

      Avra and Salena stood before him, staring at him with amazement.

      The beast roared again. Spinning around, he powered up his axe. He drove the glowing blade through the linkage, once again decoupling the cars.

      “Zobo’s gun! Give it to me!” he shouted.

      The furry alien lay behind them on a bench. He sat up, rubbing his head. “Take it,” he snarled. He tossed the heavy pistol through the air. Talon caught it, just as the wounded creature exploded through the front of the loose car.

      Talon unleashed a barrage from the pulse gun. The bolts did little damage, but they battered the creature back, keeping it away from the door. He saw the fleshy nubs of its severed tentacles pulse and wiggle. They had not yet had a chance to reform. He continued pummeling the creature with pulse bolts.

      Looking down, he saw a row of green lights, blinking on the guide rail as the train raced over it. “Avra," he shouted. "Take out the inertia compensators as soon as we leave the tunnel!”

      “On it,” she snapped. She drew one of her knives and flipped it open. The hilt flashed purple as she activated the explosive charge.

      The loose car began to slow down and fall away from the train. It shuddered on the guide rail, as the massive creature thrashed about inside.

      The beast surged forward again. Its tentacles began to regenerate… they were a few feet long now, enough to pull it out the open door in the front of the car.

      Talon unleashed another barrage from the gun. Salena pushed herself into a standing position beside him. Hey eyes glowed, and mystic symbols swirled around her hands. Bolts of crackling blue lightning streaked from her fingertips. They stuck the doorway of the rear car, sending more bolts arcing across the beast’s skin.

      Their combined fire drove the howling creature back. The train rattled as it picked up speed, and shot around the curve. The loose car slipped further behind them on the track.

      They streaked out of the glowing energy tunnel. Once again, darkness surrounded them.

      “Now!” Talon shouted. He and Salena took cover on either side of the doorway, giving the red-haired woman a clear shot.

      Avra crouched. Her arm swung behind her. In one flowing movement, her body spun around, and the blade flew from her outstretched hand. It whistled through the air, striking one of the glowing green lights just in front of the loose train car.

      The inertia compensator exploded, lighting up the rocks with a shower of sparks. The thrashing car lost its grip on the guide rail. The front end dipped down, weighted by the bulk of the massive creature. The edge of the car struck the rail. More sparks flew up from the track, as metal scraped against metal. Then the car flipped up and tumbled through the air.

      As they completed the turn, Talon watched the loose car shoot off the tracks like a bullet. It plummeted down, disappearing into the canyon below them. The creature’s howl echoed through the darkness, then faded as they rushed forward into the night.
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      “So much for keeping a low profile,” Zobo growled, as he checked his pistol, and slid it back into its holster.

      Talon grinned. He slapped the wolf-like alien on his furry shoulder. “Why the long face, Zobo? We are victorious!”

      Avra pulled back her hair and adjusted her gold headband. “Yeah, we’re the big winners alright. What are the odds the local rent-a-cops are waiting for us at the next station?”

      Salena gripped a pole to steady her swaying body. Her long blue hair whipped behind her as the wind rushed through the broken windows. She stared out the shattered glass. A pensive frown marred her beautiful features.

      “Talon is right," she said. "We worked as a team, we fought well. We can escape into the crowd at the next station. Or I can mask our appearance if I must. “

      Avra gave her a concerned look. “You look tired, Sal. You used a lot of energy in the fight. I’ve never seen you cut loose like that before.”

      Salena shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. We have a bigger problem.”

      “Bigger than a giant monster from another dimension?” Avra asked.

      Salena nodded. “The man who released it on the train… Talon, do remember what he said?”

      Talon nodded, his expression grim. “In Daizon, we are eternal.’ Those were his last words. He followed the cult of your enemy… The same man who tried to kill me.”

      “Bloody blazes,” Zobo cursed. “Sometimes I hate being right.”

      Salena nodded. “As you suspected, the prince must have a spy in his ranks. Sartarus knows we are here.”

      Talon slid his axe into his harness, and gathered the scraps of a discarded cloak from the floor of the train car.

      “Then we better find this grave robber of yours quickly,” he muttered. He threw the garment over his shoulders to hide his weapons. “Before Sartarus finds us.”
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        * * *

      

      A pair of guards in white battle armor escorted Prince Lucian and Commander Javis down a long, sterile corridor. Above them, orange emergency lights spun in the ceiling. The glowing domes cast long shadows across the dura-plas panels that lined the hall.

      Lucian bit his lip, and turned his head to follow a squad of soldiers that jogged past them down the corridor. Javis ignored the men, and kept his gaze focused on a small, glowing tablet he held in his hands. A long list of letters and numbers flashed before his eyes. His lips twisted into a scowl, and deep furrows of concern creased his forehead.

      “Your Highness, preliminary analysis still hasn’t determined the cause of the accident. We’ve had to seal off the entire hanger to prevent implosion. I must stress, you should not—”

      Lucian looked up at the captain. His face was pale and his voice quavered a bit, but his eyes held a glint of steely determination. “How many did we lose, Javis?”

      The older man gave him a concerned look. “Your Highness, I—”

      “How many?”

      Javis sighed. “Four-hundred and twenty-five souls were onboard the transport when the tube collapsed.”

      The prince shook his head. “Refugees. Families, elderly and children. If I am to lead my forces into battle against Kyr, I can’t hide in my quarters while death claims my subjects.”

      “Your Highness!” The guards stood at attention, as a young man in a rumpled technician’s uniform jogged up to them. His hair was plastered to his face by sweat, and dark circles hung beneath his frantic eyes. He looked as if he hadn’t slept in days.

      Skidding to a stop a few feet away, he gave the heavily-armed guards a nervous glance, then bowed before the prince. “Prince Lucian, we’ve received a message on a coded channel. It’s from the Star Claw.”

      Lucian glanced up at Javis. “Salena. She must have news!”

      The Commander nodded. “Officer, take us to a secure terminal.”

      The young man bowed again. “This way, Your Highness.”

      The boots of the guards echoed through the corridor as they marched after the technician. He led them down a smaller service passage, and through a glowing security checkpoint. They stopped, and allowed the scanner beam to authenticate his identity.

      “SUBJECT CONFIRMED: SAMUL DORAN. TECHNICAL OFFICER. ACCESS GRANTED.”

      “How long have you been on duty, Officer Doran?” Javis asked.

      The security door hissed open, and Samul led the others inside a small, circular room. “Forty-eight hours, sir. I apologize for my appearance. We were storing fuel cylinders for the other transports in the hanger bay. When the force tunnel collapsed, the backlash set off the chain reaction. The other cylinders exploded. We’ve got cracks and field failures radiating through all the structural supports. I’ve been supervising the repair mechs day and night, but there's still a lot of work left to do.”

      “You’ve done well, officer,” Lucian said, as he examined the holo screens that floated along the walls of the room. “Javis, after this, see that this man is relieved.”

      Samul nodded as he sat at a control panel, and tapped in a response code on the glowing keyboard. “Thank you, Your Highness. I’m patching in the transmission now.”

      The screens flickered to life, displaying a series of holograms along the walls of the room. Lucian grinned, as he saw a pair of fierce yellow eyes and a long furry snout floating in the air before him. “Zobo,” he said. “It’s good to see your face again. How goes the mission? Have you made contact with—”

      Zobo growled, cutting him off. “Salena and the others are en-route as we speak, Your Highness. But they sent me back to the ship to warn you. We were intercepted on Bakala. Armed fanatics unleashed some kind of dark energy tech. It appeared to be a smaller version of the weapon that destroyed Hadros.”

      Commander Javis turned to face the nearest hologram. “Fanatics? What do you mean?”

      Zobo shifted in his seat. “They claimed to be followers of Daizon.”

      “Daizon,” the prince hissed. “The being Sartarus worships.”

      Zobo’s ears twitched, and his lips curled up in a snarl. “Exactly. Sartarus sent his followers after us. There must be a security leak somewhere in your forces.”

      The wolfish alien leaned forward, and his eyes narrowed. He squinted at the green haze outside the windows of the small room.

      “Your Highness… are you still on Vendaru? You were supposed to leave days ago.”

      Lucian shot Javis a concerned glance, then turned back to the hologram. “Before my ship could take off, we had a malfunction in the launch tube. The forcefield collapsed, with a refugee transport inside. We… we lost many lives.”

      Javis stepped forward, and stood at attention next to the prince. “Zobo, I’m afraid the hanger bay has suffered extreme damage. The force tube system is completely offline. We’re trapped here until we can get it fixed. Vendaru is a gas giant. Without the launch tube, the atmospheric pressure outside will crush any ship that tries to take off or land.”

      The image of Zobo flickered in the air. “This can’t be a coincidence, your Highness. That target was no accident… it was sabotage. You’re now sitting ducks down there.”

      The prince stared up at the holograms and clenched his fist. “If that’s true, then your mission is more critical than ever. Please keep me informed of your progress.”

      Zobo gave the prince a casual salute, then leant forward in his chair. “Will do, Your Highness. We’re working as fast as we can. Good luck.”

      The holograms flickered out.

      Lucian stared at the static on the screens for a few seconds. No one in the room spoke.

      Finally, Javis set a hand on the young man’s shoulder. “Your Highness… what are your orders?”

      The prince took a deep breath. He turned and faced the two men. “We need to divert all resources from the launch tube repairs. Use those mechs and men to shore up structural integrity around the complex.”

      Javis clicked his heels together, and lifted his wrist unit to his mouth. “Yes, Your Highness.” He began barking orders into his comm unit, as the pair marched towards the door.

      As the door hissed open, Lucian turned and faced Samul. The technician’s exhausted face had turned pale. His eyes were wide with panic.

      “Samul, send a coded message to all remnants of the fleet. Tell them to make their way here at best possible speed. Like it or not, Kyr has left us no choice… this is where we make our final stand.”

      The frightened technician nodded. “At once Your Highness. But…”

      His voice trailed off.

      “What is it?” Lucian asked. “Speak your mind, officer.”

      “After the massacre at Hadros, the fleet is scattered. What… what if they can’t make it here in time?”

      The prince turned his gaze back to the blank holo screens. Static and white noise flickered across the glowing panels.

      “There’s nothing we can do about that, Samul,” he finally answered. “If Salena and her team can’t find the key to stopping this weapon, it won’t matter anyway. It will be Hadros all over again. All we can do is hope for the best. And hold out as long as we can.”

      Samul sat up straighter. Some color seemed to flow back into his face. “Yes, Your Highness. I’ll alert you if I hear anything else.”

      Lucian nodded and left the room. Samul’s fingers danced across his keyboard, sending a coded message hurtling across the galaxy.
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      True to Salena’s word, the group was able to hide their faces and blend in with the panicked crowd at the next station. Armed security guards monitored the exits, stopping random passengers and taking statements. But there was no way to stem the tide of people flowing through the gates and into the winding tunnels outside. Talon muscled a path for them through the crowd. Once they were outside, they piled into a battered hover taxi parked near the station.

      After a brief and turbulent ride, the taxi split off from the flow of traffic, and plunged into a narrow tunnel. Talon, Salena and Avra huddled in the backseat as the vehicle raced through the dark passage. Then with a sudden lurch, it shot up and made its way to the asteroid’s surface.

      Talon glanced out the window at the buildings nestled between the rock spires, and perched on the edge of plunging chasms. He turned to Salena. “Are you sure you know where we’re going?”

      The woman nodded. “Aroyas and I set up this meeting weeks ago. He’s hiding here under an assumed name, Rogan Thermae.” She looked up at the driver, watching his bark-covered face reflected in the rear view screen. The floral alien paid them no mind. It bleated a cry out the window, and shook its leafy fist at another vehicle. The taxi swerved around the slow moving traffic, and continued down the street. “I gave the driver the address for our meeting. Someplace called the Cerulean Abyss.”

      “Sounds like a tavern of some kind,” Talon said.

      “In this place?” Avra muttered. “I’m betting a strip club is more likely.”

      Before he could answer, the vehicle lurched to a stop, and lowered to the ground.

      “We’re here,” Salena declared, climbing out the side door. Talon followed. He offered a hand to Avra, but she ignored it, and clambered out on her own.

      “Where’s here?” she asked.

      A massive concrete dome rose up before them. The bulbous structure dwarfed the other buildings along the narrow street. A few smaller domes branched off from the main hub, connected by a series of tunnels and walkways.

      A large sign hovered in the air above the arched entrance. Its holo protector appeared to be malfunctioning. The glowing letters flickered and blinked against the dark sky.

      “Cerulean Abyss,” Salena read aloud. “This must be it.”

      Talon shouldered past her, headed for the building. “Let’s go,” he called back to the two women. “We don’t have much time. I like a good fight as much as the next man, but I’d prefer we take our leave, before a legion of centurions lands at our feet.”

      “Someone’s a bit over confidant,” Avra muttered under her breath as they hurried after him.

      “He did well enough on the train,” Salena replied, shooting her a sly smile. “Besides, you should see his—”

      “We won’t find what were looking for out here!” Talon shouted back, as he bounded up the stairs of the main entrance.

      “You were saying?” Avra said, raising her eyebrow.

      Salena’s smile stretched into a Cheshire grin. “We’ll talk about it later.”

      They followed him up the stairs, and entered the dome.
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        * * *

      

      Talon stepped into a large foyer with a domed ceiling. Several darkened hallways linked up with the circular chamber, flanked by stone columns. A chipped, worn mosaic of blue and green crystals spiraled above him, the glinting shards reflecting the soft light of the glow spheres.

      His nose wrinkled as he sniffed the air. The atmosphere inside was heady with a mix of spices, scented oil and strange chemicals. In front of him, a heavyset alien slumped against a wall, next to an archway lit with blue neon. The creature's four pale blue eyes perched above a pig-like snout. He wore a rumbled security guard's uniform, and a pistol hung from his belt. A pair of frosted glass doors blocked the archway behind him, hiding whatever lay beyond.

      Talon heard faint sounds in the distance. Music of some kind, and laughter. Splashing…

      Avra and Salena stepped up behind him. Salena looked up at the ceiling, and sniffed the steamy air.

      “Cerulean Abyss,” she said, arching a single eyebrow. “I should have known.”

      “What is this place?” Talon asked as he eyed the guard. The alien's blubbery lips grinned, as he read a text conversation on his wrist display.

      Avra’s nose scrunched up, and her eyes squinted. ‘Don’t tell me—”

      A group of women pranced from one of the side corridors. They were a mix of human and alien, and they were laughing and speaking to one another in hushed tones. Water dripped from their hair, antenna and other appendages. The sleek curves of their bodies were hidden by wraps of damp silk and fluffy towels. One of them gave Talon a sly smile as she sidled past.

      The guard nodded as they passed under the archway. The frosted glass slid open, and Talon caught a glimpse of the chamber beyond. He saw writhing, naked bodies immersed in liquid pools. The view was obscured by a haze of steam and vapor, wafting through the air.

      The glass doors slid shut once again.

      “This is a bath house,” Salena said. “Come, we must hurry. Let me do the talking.”

      They walked up to the archway. Two of the guard's eyes flicked up at them. He shuffled away from the wall, and stood at attention. His lower eyes opened wide with surprise, while the top pair ogled the two women. His hand drifted to the pulse pistol hanging from his belt, as his drooping gut fell over the waistband of his breeches. He licked his thick, purple lips. “Chobo, Chobo... Hold on. Where do you think you’re going?”

      Salena regarded him with an imperious stare. “We’re here to see Rogan Thermae. He’s expecting me.”

      The alien's lecherous gaze traveled up and down her body. “Rogan must have made a big score, if he can fly in a lovely bird like you,” he grunted. "But I can’t let you back there like that.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      One of the guard's eyes shot a nervous glance towards Talon and Avra. “The Cerulean Abyss has two rules, ma’am. No weapons…”

      He turned all four blue orbs back to Salena and smiled. “And no clothes.”

      Talon stepped forward. He brushed his cloak aside, revealing the handle of his axe protruding over his broad shoulders. “Enough of this foolishness. If you want my weapons, come take them. I’ll bury them in your skull, and make the job of finding them easier.”

      Avra said nothing, but her hand slid behind her back and grabbed one of her blades. It sprung open in her hands, and she held it at her side.

      The guard gripped his pistol, but he did not draw. His four beady eyes met Talon’s glare. “Now see here, I can’t just—”

      “In the last standard month, I’ve slain a dozen men in the arena,” Talon said through a predatory grin. “How much blood have you spilled?” He squinted, and read the name tag pinned to the guard’s uniform. “Mord?”

      Before anyone could move, the frosted door slid open once again. Talon looked up, as a beautiful woman sauntered towards them. The jeweled heels of her sandals clicked across the floor as she approached. An open robe of sheer white silk draped from her shoulders. The diaphanous garment clung to the curves of her pale ivory flesh. Beneath the robe, a belt of golden metal plates, linked together by slim chains, looped around her waist.

      She wore nothing else.

      Her ice blue eyes darted from Talon, to Avra, and finally settled on Salena. Her frosted blue lips curled into a smile, but there was little warmth in the expression. Instead, Talon noted something calculating in her gaze, as if she was sizing up each of them up as potential threats.

      “There’s no need for unpleasantness,” she said in a soothing voice. A golden headband held her long, platinum hair up in a tight bun, and shimmered in the light of the foyer. An intricate pattern was etched in the gleaming metal.

      The same symbols as the band Avra wears, Talon thought.

      “My name is Jula,” the woman continued. “Thermae is expecting you. She gave the guard a withering glance from the corner of her eye. “These people are guests of Rogan Thermae. He welcomes them to his private pool. All but her…”

      The woman raised a delicate wrist, dripping with gold bangles. She pointed a finger at Avra.

      “The disgraced one must remain here.”

      Talon stepped towards the woman known as Jula. “Avra is with us.”

      The woman tilted her head, but did not step back. Her voice did not waver as she regarded him with her icy blue stare.

      “She is not welcome in my presence. She is ignofacci… Cast out from the Sorari. She is not fit to crawl in my footsteps.”

      Sorari, Talon thought. The ancient sisterhood of female warriors. Avra’s blade, her martial arts skill… He turned around. “Avra, are you—”

      “No,” she snapped, glaring at Jula. She flipped her blade closed and slid the curved weapon back into her belt. Then she hooked her thumbs into her leather harness and sighed. “Not anymore. Let’s get this over with. I’ll wait here.”

      “Are you sure?” Salena asked, furrowing her brow.

      Avra bit her lip, then nodded. “Yeah. Not a bad idea for one of us to guard the entrance, anyway.”

      Talon grit his teeth, but said nothing. He turned back to Jula. The woman regarded him once again with her cold smile. “Shall we?”

      She turned and headed back through the doors. Talon and Salena followed the woman through the archway.

      “I don’t like this,” he muttered, as he stared at the taut muscles of Jula's legs, moving beneath the sheer robe.

      Salena brushed a strand of cobalt hair behind her ear. “Then keep your eyes off Jula’s thighs, and try to watch our backs," she whispered

      Talon shot her a sideways glance, then grinned. “Is that jealousy I hear in your voice?”

      Salena kept her eyes focused forward, and did not return his smile. “My people don’t believe in jealousy. But we do have some experience with betrayal.”

      Behind them, Avra turned and looked away as the doors hissed shut.
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        * * *

      

      Jula led them on a meandering path through the massive central dome. Several large pools surrounded them, and steam wafted up from their liquid surfaces. Scantily clad attendants poured salts and chemicals into each pool, giving the fluid within different colors and consistencies. Bodies of all shapes and sizes cavorted in the colorful baths.

      Talon spotted a trio of shimmering Angelions caressing each other in a smaller pool. A slick, gelatinous purple oil clung to their skin as they writhed over each other’s bodies. Sprinting past them, a yellow humanoid yanked a towel from his waist. The naked alien dove into a long, rectangular trough of steaming water. The surface of the pool was slick with a film of oil and foam. Particles of discarded food and the refuse littered the water.

      Jula sidestepped around the liquid that splashed across their path. Talon wrinkled his nose, as an overpowering mix of smells assaulted his nostrils. Looking up, he saw an array of tanks bolted to the ceiling, dispersing scented steam into the air. The perfumed mist could not hide the stench of sweat, or the pungent mélange of body odors that wafted up from the pools.

      Males and females of various races, clad in the barest of swimsuits, sidled through the crowd. He could hear them hawking their wares in a hundred languages…  Wine, narcotic dust, companionship. Judging by the moans he heard around the chamber, and the bodies thrashing in the water, the pleasures of the flesh were a popular commodity at the baths.

      “When was the last time this water was cleaned?” Talon asked, as he stepped around a puddle of noxious smelling pink liquid. A rubbery tentacle slithered from a nearby pool and caressed his leg. He swatted it away. A disappointed moan bubbled up from the liquid, as the limb slid back below the surface.

      Jula gave him her frosty smile, and continued leading them towards a pair of columns in the rear of the chamber. “I wouldn’t know. My master rents a private pool here. He does not bath in the muck and filth of these commoners.”

      “He must be a wealthy man,” Talon muttered.

      Jula’s eyes darted from his axe to the blades hanging from his belt. “You told the guard you fought in the arena. You know of the Sorari?”

      He nodded. “I do. Battle Sisters, female mercenaries. Fierce warriors. I’ve never fought one of your order, but I know your reputation.”

      She nodded. “We do not sell our services cheaply. Thermae could afford to hire me. That should tell you all you need to know about him.”

      “It tells me the man can’t fight his own battles.”

      For a brief instant, the woman’s frozen smile seemed to thaw. Her eyes flashed, and she looked up at him from beneath thick, dark lashes. “Perhaps when your business with Thermae is finished, we could spar for a few rounds? It’s been a long time since I… exerted myself.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you could teach him a few tricks,” Salena said. Talon glanced over at her, but her expression was unreadable.

      They drew near a pair of columns at the far end of the dome. Guards flanked the shadowy entrance, but they lowered their weapons at the sight of Jula. She led them through the columns and down a spiral staircase. Their footsteps echoed through the darkness, as they descended to the lower levels. The light below was soft and dim. The noise of the crowd above faded to a distant murmur. The air smelled of smoke and incense.

      Finally, they stepped into an oval chamber. The entire roof of the dome was a single glow sphere, and it pulsed with soft, rose colored light. A bubbling pool of water dominated the center of the room. The liquid was stained red by bath salts, and looked almost like blood in the dim glow from above.

      A lanky man with wrinkled skin stood in the center of the pool, facing away from them. He puffed on a curved metal vape-pipe, and a trail of sweet-scented mist drifted from the corner of his mouth. He turned, and regarded Talon with a single, beady eye.

      Jula held out her arm. “May I present Rog—”

      “You can drop the act, Jula,” the man growled. “She knows who I am.”

      He turned away from them, and waded out of the pool. A pair of servants covered his dripping body in a cloth tunic. He belted it closed at the waist.

      He turned to face them, and took a deep puff from the pipe. “Karl Aroyas, at your service. Purveyor of fine archeological artifacts and treasures from the ancient world.

      As the smoke cleared, Talon finally saw the man’s face clearly.

      Ruddy, pock-marked skin, wiry gray hair… and a pair of angry red scars, slashing down the left side of his face.

      Talon’s crimson eye began to glow. He grabbed his head, as his vision blurred and shifted. With his normal eye, he saw the man, Aroyas, standing before him. But within the crimson orb, he saw something else. A vision, another dream… a snippet from his shrouded past.

      He saw this man, Aroyas, leaning over him. His lips were curled in a sadistic grin. Talon was frozen, helpless… he couldn’t move, could barely breath. His breath misted before him, on a glass panel of some kind. He was trapped, in the cylinder… the cylinder he had been found in.

      Talon took a stumbling step forward. Jula tensed.

      “What is wrong with him?” she snapped. Her hands slipped to a golden chain, coiled around her waist.

      Talon’s vision went red… the dream took over, blocking out all other images. A necklace was dangling from the old man’s clenched fist, just out of reach beyond the frosted glass of the life pod.

      The pendant was a jade triangle. Three lines, meeting at a starburst in the center. The symbol Salena had shown him.

      The Eye of R’Kur.

      Salena’s eyes began to glow. “Oh no,” she whispered. “I see it too… I didn’t realize…”

      Talon grabbed his head and screamed. He ripped his cloak from his body, exposing his bare chest.

      At the site of the emerald claw snaking across Talon’s skin, Aroyas’ eyes opened wide in surprise. He took a step backwards. “No,” he muttered. “It can’t be!”

      Talon looked up at him. His vision cleared. His mouth stretched open in a ferocious snarl, and his crimson eye lit up the room with its baleful glare.

      “You,” he growled. “I remember now. It was you who found me. It was you who sold me to the blood pits!”

      With a single fluid motion, Talon drew his axe and activated the fiery blade. “It was you who made me a slave!”

      Aroyas stumbled backwards, as Talon raised the axe over his head. Bellowing a fierce war cry, he lunged towards the frightened old man.
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      Talon charged forward, the blazing axe held high overhead.

      “Talon, no!” Salena screamed. But his fury was focused on the cowering man before him. His free arm shot out, and his fingers wrapped around Aroyas’ throat. He ignored Salena’s plea and tightened his grip. The muscles in his arm rippled as he hefted the struggling man into the air. The blade of his plasma axe crackled and hummed, as he it swung it down at Aroyas' skull.

      Suddenly, with a loud snap, Jula’s chain coiled around his throat. Twirling her body, the tall, slender woman yanked his weight backwards. Talon’s neck bulged, as the tight metal coil bit down into this throat. Growling with rage, he dropped Aroyas into the bubbling red water. His fingers reached up, clawing at the metal links that dug into his flesh.

      Spinning around, he slashed through the chain with his blazing axe. As he severed the links, the dangling whip fell loose around his neck.

      Jula cracked her half of the chain like a whip. The remaining links of metal stiffened, becoming a slim, sharp blade. She wielded it like a sword, raising it with both hands to deflect his next attack.

      Talon swung his axe up, but before he could strike he felt cool, slim hands touch his temples from behind.

      “Talon, please!”

      He spun around and found himself face to face with Salena. He met her glowing gaze head on, and wobbled on his feet. He felt himself falling forward, as if drawn into the blue void of her stare.

      The vivid glow surrounded him, caressed him. He felt himself tumbling, falling through space… Plummeting down a well of glowing energy. The light surrounding him faded as he plunged deeper. It was replaced with cold, impenetrable blackness. He felt wind whipping through his hair, frost nipping at his bare skin.

      “Enough!” he bellowed. His breathing was ragged, and his nerves jangled with adrenaline. He felt pure, concentrated rage flowing through his body. It heated the blood coursing through his veins. “No more sorcery! No more of your tricks!”

      “No tricks,” she said. Her voice was soft and quiet in his ears. She sounded as if she was standing next him. “I have something to show you. Open your eyes.”

      Talon’s eyes fluttered open. A cold, gray haze surrounded him. They were hovering together, once again, staring down at the surface of the planet. He thought back to when Salena had first visited his chambers, remembered the waves of Koral crashing around them… The turbulent air, charged with the crackling ions of lightning.

      This was different.

      The planet beneath them was dead and lifeless. It was a cold, ash covered rock, barren and empty for as far as the eye could see. As he stared at the flat, charred surface below, his breathing calmed.

      “Another illusion,” he muttered. “Is that all you have to offer me?”

      “Koral was no illusion,” she said. Her voice lowered, and the glow in her eyes dimmed. “And neither is this. Since we bonded, you have shown me glimpses of your past, Talon. You have shared your pain. This is my past, my pain. This… This was my home. My people’s home.”

      Glowing symbols flared to life around her hands. Talon tasted bitter, chalky dust in the air as they floated lower and lower. Wisps of smoky vapor drifted past his eyes, and the cold, lifeless wind bit at his face. The ground rushed up to meet them. The planet's surface was an endless, flat expanse of black ash and fractured rocks. It stretched off into the gray, shrouded horizon.

      He felt his feet touch the ground. Salena collapsed to her knees next to him. He looked down at her, and felt the last embers of his rage smolder and fade. The flames of his anger were extinguished by a single tear that dripped down her lavender cheek.

      “Are you alright?” he asked, his voice gruff but affectionate. He rested his hand on her shoulder. She reached down and grabbed a handful of black ash, letting the dust pour through her fingers.

      “You asked how old I am?” she murmured. “In truth, I have forgotten. I was alive when the Star Cross Throne fell. When the great kingdoms fractured and split, and war consumed the galaxy.”

      Talon narrowed his eyes. “I know little of history, but that had to be ages ago.”

      She stood up, and surveyed the bleak landscape with her glowing eyes. “In the aftermath, my people withdrew here, to our home. We cut off all ties with the rest of the galaxy. We thought ourselves above the younger races. They were squabbling children, slaughtering themselves in the cold depths of space. Our technology was superior, our planetary defense shield impenetrable. The dark energy we wielded was more powerful than any of their technology. We thought we could wait them out. Let them extinguish themselves from the stars. Then we would emerge, to lead the survivors in a new era of peace. We would be the saviors of the galaxy, if we but waited long enough.”

      “Then what happened here?”

      She kicked at a small lump of black rock. “The other races did not see us as saviors. They saw us as a threat. Some of them formed an alliance. Their technology advanced. They developed weapons that could pierce our shields, overcome our defenses. And finally, one day, they struck.”

      The wind picked up and whipped at her hair. Talon squinted as the dust whirled around his face. For a long moment, there was silence between them.

      “There is no honor is this kind of war,” he finally said.

      Salena uttered a sharp, bitter laugh. “I have seen many wars in my life. But I have seen precious little honor.”

      She turned to face him. “Talon, I brought you here for a reason. If Sartarus perfects his weapon, if he unleashes it again, the destruction and death he will cause… What happened here will happen on thousands of worlds, millions, perhaps. But you can help me stop it. You said you desire freedom above all else? You are free now. Free to make a choice. Can you put your rage aside? Will you help me stop him?”

      Talon took one last look at the blasted rocks surrounding them. He saw the skeletal remains of buildings, crumbling in the distance, half hidden by the dusty haze in the air.

      His eyes met hers. He nodded.

      “For now, I will help you. When this is finished. I make no promises.”

      She reached up and touched his face. “Thank you. Now let us return.” A faint smile touched her lips. “I suspect Aroyas will be eager to accept my offer.”

      Talon felt the cold, harsh air whirling around him disappear. The bleak, dead planet faded to darkness, and he was once again pulled into the warm, glowing well of Salena’s eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Talon’s eyes snapped open. He was back in reality, standing in the domed private bath. His plasma axe still hummed in his hands, and Aroyas still thrashed in the bubbling crimson water. Jula crouched a few meters away, perched on the balls of her feet like a jungle cat ready to pounce. She wielded the remains of her golden chain, and glared at him with her frosty sapphire stare.

      He felt Salena’s hand grip his bicep. His muscles relaxed, and she gently pushed his arm down, lowering his axe. He sighed, and thumbed the activator switch on the hilt. The blade powered down, and he slid the weapon back into his harness.

      “My temper got the better of me,” he muttered. “Let us complete our business and be on our way.”

      Jula relaxed. She stood up, and pressed a button on the handle of her whip. The metal chain went slack once again, and she wrapped it around her waist.

      “Well,” she said, glancing up at him. A light pink flush colored her pale cheeks. “That was certainly invigorating.”

      “Hundskak!” Aroyas cursed, as he wiped strands of his wet hair from his face. “Are you bloody insane? Why, I could have—”

      Salena removed a pouch from her belt. It jangled as she held it up. “Aroyas, my dear, it would be in all our best interests to put his unpleasantness behind us. Don’t you agree?”

      She tossed the pouch through the air. The old man threw up a dripping arm and caught it. He glared at Talon for a second, then lowered his gaze to the pouch as his shaking fingers tugged it open. The glimmer of the chips inside reflected a mosaic of colors across his face. His lips curled into a grin.

      He glanced up at Salena. “Your plaything caused a ruckus. I should charge you more.”

      Salena focused her glowing stare on him, and her smile left her lips. “That is the amount we agreed upon. If it is insufficient, I shall take my business elsewhere. There are plenty of rocks for raiders like you to hide under. I doubt I’d even have to leave Bakala to find another—”

      “Bah, don’t get your girdle in a twist, lady. Fine, fine. Let’s wrap this up. Jula…”

      He tossed the pouch to his bodyguard. The woman caught it with a deft hand, and clipped it to the belt at her waist. Then she tapped at a few keys on her wrist unit.

      The bubbling in the pool increased. Aroyas waded out once again, and shuffled to a small bar nestled in the curved wall. As he poured wine into a silver goblet, Talon watched a dark shape rise up from the crimson water.

      A small hauler mech surfaced from the pool. A deluge of red droplets streamed off its insectile body. Its glowing lifter wings buzzed and hummed as it drifted over them. Beneath its narrow body, six metal legs clamped around a sealed dura-plas cargo pod.

      Aroyas gulped his wine, then licked his lips. “As promised. A collection of pre-colonial artifacts. Rare pieces, held back from a job I did for the Tygon Dominion.”

      “A job you did for Lord Sartarus,” Salena said, eying the mech as it descended to the tiled floor next to the pool. “And his keeper, High General Kyr.”

      Aroyas shrugged. “Not interested in politics. Their chips glow as bright as anyone’s.”

      Talon glared at the man. “Then why are you hiding here, under a false name? Perhaps you fear the same fate will befall you as your comrades?”

      Aroyas took another swig of wine. “My reasons are my own,” he muttered. “Do you want the stuff or not?”

      The mech released the container, then hummed up the stairs. It disappeared into the shadowy chambers above. Salena approached the container and waved her hand over a glowing panel in its side. A series of servo motors hissed and clicked. The lid slid open, revealing the innards of the coffin-shaped container.

      A white, preservative mist filled the pod, hiding the contents within. Salena reached into the swirling vapor. She pulled out a thin tablet, about an arm’s length along either side. The artifact's surface gleamed with a dull, silver sheen.

      “It’s so light,” she murmured. “What kind of metal is this?”

      Aroyas gulped more wine, and shook his head. “No idea. Can’t even say for sure that it is metal. Ship’s sensors couldn’t break down the molecular structure.”

      She ran her fingers over the faint symbols etched into the surface of the material. “Talon, come look at this. The symbol… the one hidden in your mark. I see it here!”

      Talon dropped to one knee and examined the other contests of the container. He fished through more fragments of the strange, metal-like substance. His probing fingers found a small crystal case. He lifted it out from the chest, watching it sparkle in the soft light.

      Salena set the slab down on the floor. Using her wrist unit, she began to scan the rows of symbols into a database.

      “You say you found these near the pylons you sold to Sartarus?” she asked, studying the display on her wrist.

      Aroyas nodded. “Yeah. I found scores of tablets like these. Sartarus took most of them, along with the bodies.”

      Talon glanced up. “Bodies?”

      A haunted expression filled the man’s gaunt face. He stared back at Talon, but almost seemed to be looking through him. It was as if he was peering back into the murky shadows of his memory.

      “I excavated dozens of these temples, scattered across countless worlds," Aroyas said. "All of them filled with life pods… Hundreds of them, stacked for as far as the eye could see. But the bodies inside… they were all withered corpses. Dead for centuries, at least. You were the only living soul we ever found. And if I had turned you over to Sartarus, you can bet you would have joined the rest of your people, whoever they were.”

      Talon grit his teeth, but said nothing. He turned back to the small, shimmering case he held in his hands. He opened it, revealing a jade pendant hanging from a leather cord.

      The Eye of R’Kur.

      “This belongs to me,” he said, his voice hard as a steel blade.

      “Take it,” the old man muttered. “You paid for it.”

      Talon slipped the necklace over his head. The smooth, carved jade brushed against his skin. It felt warm and soothing to the touch.

      Salena lifted another tablet from the container. Talon glanced over at it as she began scanning the rows of symbols. He felt a tingling sensation in his temples. His crimson eye began to glow once again.

      “Salena, wait…”

      She glanced over at him. A small gasp escaped her lips. “Talon, your eye…”

      He squinted, and touched the side of his head. “Is this your doing?”

      “No… look, the symbols!”

      A faint red glow began to trace the symbols on the tablets. They pulsed and faded, matching the light emitting from his eye.

      Jula slinked over to Aroyas, and pulled him away from the glowing tablets. Her chain whip jangled along the floor.

      “What is this?” the Sorari woman hissed. “More of your dark energy tricks?”

      The old man stared at the glowing tablets, a look of terror flooding his gaunt, haunted features. “I’ve had nightmares about this… since the day I found you. The Claw and the Eye must join to reveal the path.”

      The symbols glowed brighter. Blinding traces of crimson light flowed across the marks on the tablet. Talon grit his teeth again, as the glow from his eye matched the intensity of the burning symbols. A hologram shimmered in the air, floating above the strange metal tablet.

      “That’s a star chart,” Salena gasped. “I can read it… These are coordinates!”

      Talon gasped as the intense light from his eye finally dimmed. Salena scanned the hologram with her wrist unit as it faded from view.

      Talon ran his hands over his skull. His skin was flushed red, and his hair was streaked with sweat. “Iberon’s harem,” he cursed. “I’ve had enough of these dreams, memories, or whatever they are. I’m tired of sharing my mind with a pack of delusions.”

      A loud click, followed by a whining hum, sounded behind them. Talon whirled around to find Jula aiming a long, slim pulse pistol at his head.

      He looked up and down her lithe, pale body. “Where did you hide the weapon?” he snarled.

      A single platinum eyebrow arched, and she flashed him her frosty grin, but said nothing.

      “They aren’t delusions,” Aroyas growled. “I’ve had these visions since the day I found you. Maybe if you take this stuff… maybe I can finally get a good night’s sleep. We had a deal, you paid your chips. Now take it and go!”

      Before Talon could move, a deep rumble filled the air. The glowing ceiling shook, and the light flickered. Muted screams drifted down from above.

      Jula glanced up. A spattering of rocks and debris rained down on them. She pulled Aroyas aside, as a large chunk of tile crashed to the floor where he had been standing.

      “We have to get out of here,” she said. “The stairs, quickly!”

      As they raced towards the staircase, echoing footsteps descended towards them. Talon drew his axe. The rapid steps grew louder, closer…

      Avra emerged from the shadows, holding a charged pulse pistol in her hand. The room shook again, and she leant against the wall too steady herself.

      “What the hell is happening up there?” Talon shouted.

      Avra yanked a second pistol from her belt, and tossed it to him. He caught it, and checked the charge indicator on the side.

      “Arm yourselves, quickly!” Avra shouted. “The Dominion has found us. The colony is under attack!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Talon and Avra charged up the stairs.

      He heard Jula hiss a warning to Aroyas behind them. “Stay here,” she said. Then she turned and followed in their footsteps.

      As they ascended the spiraling steps, the screams and explosions above grew louder. When they reached the top, they darted behind a row of towering columns near the stairs. Talon peered out into the main bath chamber.

      A stream of rocks and debris fell from a gaping hole in the center of the dome. Blinding searchlights blasted through the hole, sweeping back and forth across the panicked crowds in the pools. The roar of thruster jets almost drowned out the shouting and screaming of the bathers.

      A transport platform descended through the crumbling hole. Several squads of Dominion Centurions stood at attention on the platform. Their crimson battle armor shimmered like flames in the harsh glow of the lights. On the ground, a few more squads of the armored troopers swept through the main entrance. They fanned out, spraying the air with pulse bolts as they advanced through the chamber. Fleeing patrons of all races skidded across the slick tiles. They fell screaming into the bubbling pools, cut down by the barrage of glowing beams.

      A few random security guards returned fire, but they were no match for the trained military forces charging into the dome. A stray beam struck the column next to Talon, sending a mist of powdered rock into the air.

      “We’re outnumbered,” he shouted. “If that platform lands, they’ll completely overwhelm the security forces here!” He ducked, as another stray bolt sparked against the column.

      One of the centurions on the floor spun around, as a guard stepped out from behind a statue and opened fire. The shots bounced harmlessly off the soldier’s polished armor. The centurion raised his rifle, taking his time as he lined up the guard in his sights.

      Before he could fire, Avra leaned around her column and snapped off a quick double tap. Twin glowing bolts slammed into the centurion's helmet. The man uttered a bloodcurdling scream as he pitched forward, splashing into one of the pools.

      Talon grinned. “Nice shot!”

      Jula glared at them both. “You fools! You’ll draw their attention!”

      “Why do you think they’re here in the first place?” Avra shouted back. "They must have known your sleaze bag boss was hiding here!"

      “What are you talking about? It was you idiots who led these dogs here!”

      Glowing specks of molten rock erupted from the columns around them. The remaining troops on the ground marched towards their position. The centurions concentrated their pulse-fire on the row of columns. The platform hummed as it descended lower. Talon saw some of the men onboard point in their direction.

      “The Dominion already had spies on Bakala,” he shouted back to Jula. “Your patron double-crossed a Dominion lord. What did you think would happen?”

      He leaned out and fired again, aiming for the lifter field generators under the platform. His shots sparked off the glowing metal discs, but had no effect.

      He ducked back behind the column, as another barrage of energy bolts flew their way. “Armor’s too heavy,” he snarled.

      Avra turned the power selector up on the side of her weapon. “If we combine our fire, we might be able to take it down. Jula, cover us.”

      “I don’t take orders from a disgraced sister like—”

      Talon grabbed Jula’s silk robe, and pulled her close. “Then take orders from me. We're pinned down. You help us, or you and your patron both die.”

      Jula’s icy sapphire eyes blinked, then she nodded. “De’naxi… Fine.”

      He released his grip on her diaphanous covering. She stood up, and took a few steps back. Her free hand darted to her waist, and unclasped the chain whip. “I’ll do my part. Make your shots count.”

      Avra glanced back at her, and her jaw dropped. “Jula, wait… that’s not what—”

      With a high-pitched wail, Jula charged forward, streaking from the archway of the stairs. Her white robe billowed behind her like the wings of a frost eagle. Her bangles and chains jingled with each bounding step. Leaping into a summersault, she spun and twirled through the air like an acrobat. Glowing pulse bolts cascaded around her, but none found their mark.

      Landing in a low crouch, she stretched out her arm and aimed her slim pistol.

      The weapon spat glowing death, and two centurions collapsed to the ground. As she fired, she spun her golden chain over her head. The weapon emitted an ear-splitting wail as it whipped through the smoky air. The remaining ground troops spun around and converged on their new attacker.

      “Now!” Talon shouted.

      He and Avra leaned out from behind the crumbing pillars. They opened fire, pummeling the glowing disks under the hover platform with the fury of their combined shots. One of the disks exploded, sending a shower of sparks over the men below. The platform dipped, tilting at a steep angle. It swayed back and forth, like a boat caught in a storm.

      The men on board grabbed at the rails, but their armored fingers could not get a solid grip. A few managed to hold on, but the rest slid off the platform and fell to the ground. A hail of crimson bodies pelted the tile floor, landing with loud, bone-snapping cracks. A few fell into the pools. Those who survived coughed and sputtered as they struggled to swim towards the edge. Their heavy armor weighed them down, and a few slipped below the colored liquid.

      As the damaged troop platform bucked and swayed, Jula pressed her attack. She rolled forward, diving behind a chunk of rock that had fallen from the dome. The nearby centurions swept their rifles after her, struggling to draw a bead on the agile woman. Their shots burned glowing holes in the tiles behind her prancing feet.

      With another fierce war cry, Jula leapt up onto the fallen slab. Like a stalking cat, she pounced, landing between the nearest centurions. One of them whirled around, but he was too late. Her gun fired, and sparks erupted from the soldier's chest. As he fell back, her whip snaked around the other man's neck. She jerked him forward, kicking his rifle from his grasp. Spinning him around, she held him before her as a shield. Five more centurions rushed towards them, weapons blazing.

      Her captive's body jerked and danced as their pulse bolts sparked against his armor. Again, the high-pitched whistle screamed through the air, as Jula whirled her chain above her head. She spun it faster and faster. The whining hum grew louder, and the links in the chain began to glow.

      Talon and Avra let loose another barrage. Their bolts struck a second glowing disc on the underside of the platform. The field generator erupted in a brilliant explosion. The platform groaned as it lost altitude and spiraled towards the ground.

      As it fell, Jula depressed a switch on the handle of her whip, and gave it one final spin. Then she snapped it forward. The glowing links detached, sending a volley of energized projectiles hurtling towards the centurions. The men screamed in pain as the white-hot shards melted through their armor.

      Four of the soldiers reeled, and collapsed to the ground. The fifth remained standing. He staggered forward and raised his rifle.

      “Jula, look out!” Avra shouted. She leapt from behind her column, firing wildly with her pistol. Her shots knocked the man backwards, but his armor absorbed most of the impact. Before he could recover, a shadow descended over him. He looked up…

      CRASH!

      The plummeting troop platform slammed on top of him, crushing him in an instant. Jula dove backwards, as the impact blasted shards of tile and rock through the air.

      She rose to her feet. Thrusting her shoulders back, she glanced at Avra, panting for breath. A cloud of dust and haze drifted between them. For a moment, the chamber was quiet. The only sounds were the crackle of burning debris, and the low moans of the wounded men, splashing in the pools.

      “Well done. But this changes nothing,” Jula shouted. “Ignofacci… you are still—”

      A sudden explosion rocked the chamber. Jula vanished in a plume of fire and dust

      “Sister!” Avra screamed. She lunged forward, but Talon grabbed her shoulder, pulling her back.

      “Avra, wait!”

      A metallic crunch sounded from beyond the cloud of dust. Another explosion rumbled through the chamber. They heard the wrenching of metal beams overhead. A mist tank fell, crashing to the ground amidst more tumbling rocks. The chamber shook again. Water sloshed over the edge of the pools as another crunching thud filled the air. It sounded like footsteps… Giant footsteps that shook the walls and floor of the bathhouse around them.

      A shadow emerged from the billowing haze.

      “By the haunted stars!” Talon exclaimed, his voice a hoarse whisper.

      A six-legged mech crashed through the entrance to the bathhouse. The gilded archway was reduced to rubble. The towering war machine lumbered towards them. Its metal shell was painted crimson, and the symbol of the Dominion was emblazoned beneath its twin-domed cockpits.

      The massive tank towered over thirty feet in the air. Twin pulse canons hung from a pair of segmented mechanical arms on either side of the vehicle. Each cockpit controlled one of the weapon arms. They moved with a hydraulic whine, taking aim at the columns behind Talon and Avra.

      Talon crouched low, as a pair of explosive beams lanced over their heads. The impact knocked more rubble lose from the ceiling. Chunks of metal and stone rained down around them.

      “We can’t leave Jula,” Avra cried.

      Looking up, Talon saw more troop platforms descending from the collapsed dome. Dozens of armored centurions stood onboard each platform. They held their rifles across their chests as they lowered to the ground.

      He pulled Avra back into the stairwell. “We have to go. Jula fought well, but this is a battle we can’t win.”

      She resisted at first, kicking and screaming, pounding her fists against his chest. Then all at once her body relaxed, as if accepting the inevitable. She followed him back down the stairs. Salena looked up at them as they raced into Aroyas' private chamber. The room shuddered again, sending chips of tiles splashing into the bubbling water.

      "By the gods," she exclaimed, as she loaded the last of the tablets back into the cargo pod. "What's happening up there?"

      Aroyas huddled under the bar, gulping wine straight from the bottle. “Where the hell is Jula?” he cried out when he saw Talon and Avra. “I’m the one who pays her! She should be down here protecting me!”

      Talon glared at the huddled old man. “She died in battle, coward. As far as I'm concerned, she’s worth a hundred snakes like yourself. Dominion forces have come for us. Come for you. Is there another way out of this room?”

      Aroyas shook his head. “No, the stairs are the only way out. Jula said that was safer. Less entrances to guard.”

      Another explosion rocked the room. “If that’s true, then this place will be our tomb,” Salena murmured. She closed the lid of the pod, sealing the tablets inside.

      “I’m telling you,” the old man shouted back, “those stairs are the only way in or out of this chamber!”

      Talon eyed the bubbling water in the center of the pool.

      “We shall see.” He handed his pistol to Salena, then turned to Avra. “Can you two hold the stairs for a few minutes?”

      The fiery-haired woman’s face was pale, but her green eyes blazed with the fury of battle. Talon knew the look well. Whatever had passed between Avra and the Sorari Sisterhood, she clearly regarded Jula as a fellow warrior. Her blood cried out for revenge.

      Avra nodded. “We'll hold them. Against anything but that scorpion tank, at least."

      Talon slipped his axe into his harness. "Let's hope it doesn't come to that." He took a deep breath, and dove into the water.

      Forcing his way through the crimson depths, he swam to the bottom of the pool. He squinted as the salt and chemicals in the water stung his eyes. Peering through the churning murk, he saw a column of bubbles. They were jetting from a circular hatch in the center of the pool. With powerful strokes of his arms, Talon paddled over to the hatch.

      A pair of handles protruded from either side of the domed covering. Grasping the metal rods, he planted his feet on the bottom of the pool. Muscles rippled across his back and shoulders as he tugged at the hatch.

      The hinges groaned and creaked, but the hatch remained closed.

      A stream of bubbles escaped his closed lips. His hair drifted in the dark water. He tugged again, pushing with his legs. Again the hatch groaned. He heard metal bend and snap, but it remained sealed.

      Another muted explosion rumbled through the water. Chunks of rock pelted the surface, sinking past him to the bottom of the pool. His lungs screamed for air, and a black haze began to creep in from the periphery of his vision.

      Gritting his teeth, he adjusted his stance and closed his eyes. He ignored the pain in his shoulders and the frantic beating of his oxygen-starved heart.

      He pulled again, yanking up with all the strength in his back and shoulders.

      With a loud crack, the hatch flew open. A torrent of bubbles surrounded him. Peering down, he saw the mouth of a pipe, large enough for a man to crawl through. It ran beneath the pool. A metal grate covered the entrance, less than a meter below the open hatch.

      Grabbing his axe, he ignited the blade. The water lit up orange, and an explosion of tiny bubbles swirled around him. The liquid of the pool sizzled and boiled as it made contact with the burning plasma of the axe.

      Lowering the weapon, he sliced through the grill, cutting an opening in the thick wire mesh.

      The black haze crept in further, reducing his vision to a pinpoint of light. His heart pounded against his chest like the death drums of the arena.

      He powered down the axe, and pushed off from the bottom of the pool. His head broke the water’s surface, and he drank in air with long, greedy gulps. More explosions rocked the chamber, sending a steady stream of rubble splashing into the pool.

      “I found a way out,” he gasped, spitting out a mouthful of water. “I think…”

      “You think?” Aroyas snapped. “And what if you’re wrong?”

      More rocks fell from the ceiling. The lights flickered again. Talon panted for breath. “You’re welcome to stay here if you like!”

      Avra and Salena flanked the stairs. Avra turned to face him. “That tank is almost here. And there’s a legion of centurions behind it.”

      “There’s a tunnel underneath the pool. It's wide enough for us to swim through,” Talon shouted. “We’ll have to fight against the current, but it’s weak. We can make it.”

      “What about the tablets?” Salena shot a worried glance towards the sealed cargo pod.

      “It won’t fit. Leave it!”

      The room shook again. Puddles of crimson water sloshed over the edge of the pool.

      Salena shook her head. “We can’t let Sartarus get his hands on them. They’re too dangerous!”

      “They’re just relics, bits of stone and metal!” Talon shouted. If we don’t leave now, we’re going to die in this festering puddle of muck!”

      Avra rolled her eyes. “Enough with the debate! I refuse to die in this waterlogged whorehouse!”

      Salena gasped as Avra shoved her backwards. She stumbled, then fell over into the pool. A splash of red liquid flew into the air.

      Avra raced along the edge of the pool towards the cargo pod. She dodged the falling rubble, and slid two more blades from her belt.

      “Avra, this place is falling down around us!” Talon shouted from the pool. Salena surfaced, and spat red a stream of water from her mouth. Aroyas tottered towards them, still clutching a bottle of wine in his trembling hands.

      Talon's eyes shot up, as a loud crack sounded above them. A jagged gash tore across the ceiling. “Move, old man!”

      Before Aroyas could answer, a massive fragment of glass crumbled from the roof. The shard fell on top of the old man, followed by a stream of rubble. The lights flickered, as more rocks and debris cascaded down, pelting the surface of the water.

      Salena stretched an arm towards him. “Aroyas!” she screamed. The man disappeared from sight, buried beneath the falling debris.

      Talon grabbed her arm. “He’s gone! There’s nothing we can do."

      Avra made it to the cargo pod and flicked her knives open. Raising her arms above her head, she prepared to stab the blades down into the container’s lid.

      ZARK!!!

      A bolt of energy tore through the room, striking her shoulder. She screamed, and fell to her knees. A trail of smoke streamed from the wound. Talon spun around. He spotted a crimson-armored centurion crouched on the stairs. The soldier aimed his rifle at the injured woman, preparing to take another shot.

      The soldier fired again, but his bolt went wide. It struck the container. Avra shielded her eyes from the sparks, and stabbed her blades down. They pierced the dura-plas lip of the pod. The handles began to blink. Avra fell to the ground, clutching her wounded arm.

      With a snarl of fury, Talon raised his axe. He triggered the blade and hurled the weapon at the centurion.

      The axe spun through the air, an orange blur piercing though the haze of dust that filled the chamber. It struck the soldier in the chest with a wet thud. The plasma blade cut though his armor, and buried itself in his chest.

      The man screamed as he tumbled from the stairs. He struck the surface of the pool with a loud splash. More shouting and footsteps echoed from above.

      “We have to leave,” Talon shouted. “There’s no more time!”

      Salena waded to the edge of the pool and grabbed Avra. She pulled the injured woman into the water, as Talon yanked his axe from the fallen centurion. He took a deep breath, then dove under the surface, using the burning axe as a torch. He turned and saw Salena following him, pulling Avra behind her.

      As they swam into the tube, a brilliant purple explosion filled the air above them. A shockwave rippled through the water. The remains of the ceiling collapsed above them. The falling debris sealed the pool under an avalanche of rocks. Talon’s glowing axe was the only light in the dark, cramped tunnel.

      They swam forward, bubbles seeping from their clenched lips.

      There was no turning back now.
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      The current was gentle at first. But as they swam through the dark, narrow pipe, the water battered against them with greater force. Talon felt his muscles ache and his lungs burn as he fought to move forward. The torrent of water pushing against him increased. It was like standing before the onslaught of a hurricane. His powerful muscles were unable to propel himself forward another meter.

      He held up the sizzling blade of his axe, illuminating the water in front of them. His eyes opened wide as he saw the cause of the powerful current fighting against them. A filtration pump blocked the center of the pipe. Its massive props filled the circumference of the tube. The spinning blades churned the water into a bubbling vortex, rushing towards them at high speed.

      Glancing back he saw Salena, struggling behind him in the turbulent water. In the faint glow of his axe, he could just make out Avra’s body, floating behind them. She looked unconscious, and a pale blue glow surrounded her face.

      Must be a life support spell, he thought. A protective bubble of dark energy, cast by Salena.

      Turning back to the spinning propellers, Talon rotated his body in the water. He was crouched before the churning blades, planting his feet against the sides of the pipe. Heart pounding, lungs heaving, he grit his teeth and grabbed the handle of his axe with both hands. He forced the sizzling blade forward, fighting the raging current with every fiber of muscle in his body.

      White-hot sparks danced though the pressurized water, as the energy blade made contact with the metal grill of the pump. A burst of bubbles exploded from Talon’s mouth. He ignored the pain in his chest, and forced the blade farther down. An implosion of white water swirled before him as the axe sliced through the pump's blades. The sudden reverse in pressure tore the machinery into pieces. Metal fragments spun in the violent water, then shot away from him, flying down the pipe into darkness.

      Talon felt the reversed current grab hold, yanking him forward as well. He barely had time to deactivate his axe before he too was spinning and rolling through the dark water.

      Tumbling forward, he shot through the pipe like a bullet. He felt his stomach lurch as he dropped down a bend in the tube. His head slammed against the curved metal wall of the narrow passageway. A red haze replaced the darkness that filled his vision.

      He saw a glimmer of motion through the shadows and bubbles ahead. It was a valve of some kind… The shimmering metal fangs of a circular iris, opening and closing, diverting water to different sections of the pipe system. There was nothing he could do to control his hurtling speed. No way to slow himself in the raging torrent of water that carried him forward. If the valve ahead closed while he was between those sharp metal curves, it would tear him in half and spit him out.

      He sped closer. The blades opened and closed. A metal clank echoed through the raging water.

      He kept his eyes open and clenched his jaw.

      Whatever happened, he would face it head on, as he had always done in the arena… he did not pray, nor did he bemoan his fate to the gods.

      Victory or death.

      The valve scissored open. He shot through, and tumbled down another section of pipe.

      His head broke the surface of the water. Gasping for breath, he shook his sopping hair out of his face. He glanced around, finally able to see his surroundings clearly. The pipe had dumped him into a large, concrete drainage trough. The current still bore him forward, but it was slowing. Rock walls curved above his head, and dim light shone from an opening in the distance. He heard the muted crash of falling water, somewhere beyond the tunnel.

      “Salena!” he shouted, his voice echoing off the rocks overhead. “Salena, are you alright? Do you have Avra?”

      He heard her splashing behind him. “I’m here,” she shouted back. “Avra is unconscious, but she’s alive!”

      The water around them grew shallow as the spillway widened. Talon felt his back scrape against the rough concrete. He staggered to his feet and turned around. Salena sputtered and gasped for air as she surfaced again behind him. Droplets of water streamed through her hair. Her thin garments clung to her flesh, and the crimson liquid gave her skin a dark purple sheen.

      Talon helped her hoist Avra out of the water. He slung the unconscious woman over his shoulder, and sloshed through the knee-deep water. They headed towards the light ahead of them. The rumbling of the waterfall grew louder as they approached the exit of the tunnel. The shallow water swept past their shins, then their ankles.

      Peering out the opening of the tunnel, Talon saw a chasm, plummeting down thousands of feet into darkness. To either side of them, more tunnels jutted from the side of the canyon. The giant pipes sent streams of water cascading down the rocks. A damp mist filled the air, and a cold breeze whipped through his dripping clothes and hair.

      A metal gangway was bolted to the rocks, a couple meters below the pipes. Talon’s feet clanged on the grating as he leapt down to the platform. Reaching up, he helped Salena lower Avra to the ledge. Then he grabbed her waist and gently lifted her from the pipe.

      She fell against his chest, her long, wet hair whipping behind her in the wind. Her chest heaved, and he felt the curves of her body pressing against him through the thin fabric of her soaking clothes.

      “We made it!” she panted. “We’re alive!”

      Before he could answer, a thundering roar boomed from the canyon, drowning out the crashing water. A pair of spotlights beamed down on them, as a sleek, crimson ship swooped towards them.

      It was a Dominion blood hawk.

      Salena stepped away from him, but kept her hand on his arm. The ship hovered before them, only a few meters away. The muzzles of its forward canyons looked huge at this short range. Talon stared down their barrels, as the weapons pivoted in their mounts.

      He turned to Salena. She was hunched over, and her face looked pale in the harsh light. A shiver ran through her body as the wind picked up.

      She looked exhausted. He knew there was little hope she could summon enough dark energy to disable the ship… And even if she could, she would never be able to power up their portal drive afterwards. They would be trapped in this system. Easy pickings for the Dominion fleet.

      “I don’t suppose this Sartarus takes prisoners?” he shouted.

      She shook her head. “He does. But it’s not a fate I would wish on anyone.”

      “Glory to the dead,” Talon snarled to himself.

      He raised his arm, preparing to trigger the axe and hurl it at the ship. He knew there was no way such an attack could penetrate the fighter’s shields… It was a futile gesture of defiance, but it was all that was left to him.

      Suddenly the canyon lit up with flashes of light. Canon-fire strafed down from the skies, striking the Dominion fighter. Energy bolts crackled across the ship's hull. The fighter rocked in the air as another bolt slammed into its stern. Then with a loud groan, it listed sideways, and spiraled through the air.

      Talon threw his body over Salena, as the spinning ship collided with the steep walls of the canon. Rocks and debris pelted them from above, and a fire-ball erupted into the dark sky. The remains of the fighter plummeted into the dark depths below.

      More lights beamed down from above. Talon shielded his eyes as another ship lowered into view. He recognized the sloped, angular wing, and the domed cockpit instantly…

      “It’s the Star Claw!” he shouted.

      “Zobo,” Salena gasped. “He found us!”

      Talon lifted her to her feet, as the ship hovered before them. The ramp lowered, and extended towards the gangway.

      Zobo stood in the entrance, holding one of the ramp’s struts. He held out his hand, and helped Salena cross over into the ship.

      Talon lifted Avra in his arms, and carried her onto the ramp. He turned to Zobo as the ramp hummed closed behind them.

      "Good timing, old man."

      “I leave you three alone for a few minutes, and look at the trouble you get into,” Zobo growled. His nose wrinkled, and he sniffed the air. “What is that smell?”

      “All I know is, there’s a reason they’re pumping that water out instead of in,” Talon replied.

      The ramp thudded closed behind them.

      Salena directed Talon to a hover stretcher. He laid Avra on the floating plank, and she pushed it down the narrow corridor. “I’ll get her to the med unit in sickbay,” Salena called back over her shoulder. “That should keep her stable until we can jump out of the system.”

      Talon slapped Zobo on the back and grinned. “Many thanks, my friend. I owe you a drink.”

      Zobo nodded as they made their way to the bridge. “Don’t thank me yet. There’s more fighters inbound, only a few minutes out. And sensors show two capital ships moving in. But I’ll still take you up on that drink…”

      Suddenly, the ship shook and rattled. A high-pitched alarm wailed, and the corridor lights flickered.

      Talon braced his arm against the low, curved roof as the ship shuddered again.

      “Iberon's Harem… what was that?” he shouted.

      Zobo snarled. “Remember when I said those fighters were a few minutes away?”

      Talon narrowed his eyes as another impact vibrated through the hull. “I remember.”

      Zobo hurried down the corridor towards the bridge. “Well, looks like they got here early!”
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      The bridge off the Star Claw shook as more canon-fire thudded into the ship. Talon glanced up with alarm. Crackling energy bolts danced over the clear panels of the cockpit… The shields were overloading, causing feedback across the hull.

      Zobo’s command chair hummed as he tilted back into combat mode. Staring up at the tactical display, his furry fingers darted over the controls in his chair. “Three blood hawks,” he growled. “Coming in fast.”

      “You’re flying straight and level,” Talon shouted as another impact rattled the ship. “We’re easy prey out here, might as well be standing still!”

      “Until Avra gets back in the chair, this is the best I an do, Fledge! I can’t adjust the shields, run damage control, and track the sensor array… Not while I’m pulling evasive maneuvers!”

      “Fine," Talon muttered. "If you can’t save our hides, let’s see what a fledge can do.”

      He lowered himself into Avra’s piloting chair, and buckled the harness across his chest.

      Zobo leaned over in his chair, and gave Talon a quizzical glance. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      Talon gripped the control sticks in his hands. “Avra showed me how to fly the ship before we opened the star-path here.”

      “Practicing a few basic maneuvers isn’t the same as flying a combat mission, boy!”

      Talon took a deep breath. He flipped a series of glowing switches, routing the pilot controls from Zobo’s station to his chair.

      “I can do this, Zobo… I think I’ve done it before. Avra even said so.”

      “You think? But, you don’t know the—”

      Talon pulled on the control sticks, sending the ship into a spiraling dive. Glowing pulse bolts screamed past the windows, missing the ship by a few meters.

      Zobo yelped in surprise as the ship dove under a curved arch of rock. The lead blood hawk fired, but the shots went wild and slammed into the rocks. As Talon pulled up, the archway collapsed behind him. A hail of rocks tumbled through the air.

      The lead pursuer dipped down, as the falling debris slammed into the fighter's nose. The ship went into an uncontrolled spin, and struck the side of the canyon. It disintegrated in an explosive ball of fire. The other two ships veered off to either side, skirting through the falling rocks.

      Talon pulled up and shot toward the energy dome covering the colony. The two remaining blood hawks screamed after him.

      Zobo raised a single furry brow over his yellow eyes. “By the gods… maybe you can do this, Fledge!”

      Talon grinned. He banked the ship left, as more weapons’ fire lit up the dark sky.

      “If I do, you have to promise not to call me fledge any more.”

      Zobo turned back to his display. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Increase power to your main thrusters… They’re closing the energy shield!”

      Talon ran his fingers over a colored panel, diverting power from secondary systems to the main engines. He increased the throttle, and they leapt forward. They raced towards the rectangular opening in the energy dome. Talon narrowed his eyes, as he saw the opening glowing smaller and smaller… A pair of towering metal gates hovered in the opening, supported by anti-gravity rails. Each slab of metal was plastered with warning symbols, and red lights blinked along their edges. They were drifting towards each other, closing off the gap in the shield dome.

      Weapons’ fire sparked off the ship’s hull, and the craft was buffeted by the impact. A warning light flashed on Talon’s holographic display, and an alert beeped in his ears.

      “Those blood hawks are closing in,” Talon shouted. “They have us in their sites!”

      “Let me worry about them,” Zobo growled. “You just get us though that shield!”

      Zobo’s chair rotated backwards, and he activated the ship’s secondary guns. Talon felt a thud as the turret weapons lowered into place, then spun towards the rear of the ship. On his display, he saw the enemy fighters dart left and right. The nimble ships evaded the energy barrage Zobo had fired in their direction.

      Ahead of them, the opening between the gates grew even smaller. Talon narrowed his eyes and focused on his heads-up display... There were only a few meters of clearance on either side of the ship. The gap was growing narrower by the second. More energy bolts crackled around their shields. Cursing, Talon juked the ship left and right, evading the enemy fire as best he could. He increased thrusters to maximum power, siphoning energy from anywhere he could.

      On the tactical display, he saw a line of Zobo’s weapons’ fire strafing towards one of the fighters. It veered to the right, but the pilot was too slow… The barrage of pulse bolts struck the tiny craft, shearing off its left wing. The ship spun off course and disappeared from the display.

      The glowing shield wall loomed closer. The gap was still closing. A proximity alarm wailed through the bridge.

      “Brace yourself,” Talon shouted. “It’s going to be close…”

      “I can live with close,” Zobo called back, as he triggered another burst from the rear-facing guns. The last blood hawk swung left and right, evading the pulse bolts but losing valuable speed.

      Beads of sweat dripped down Talon’s forehead. He glanced one more time at the display… the proximity warnings were flashing red.

      This damned ship is too wide, he thought. We’re not going to fit!

      As the two gates slid closer, Talon eyed the sensor readings… Horizontally, the ship was too wide to fit through the narrow opening. But vertically…

      Talon adjusted his speed, and spun the craft 180 degrees on its axis. The view out the windows rolled to the side as he stood the ship on its wingtips. There were only millimeters to spare between the top and bottom of the energy field.

      With a metallic shriek, the Star Claw shot between the gates. The edges of the energy field scraped against the hull. Sparks exploded through the bridge as the shields overloaded, but the ship made it through.

      Behind them, the metal gates slammed closed, blocking the opening. A fireball exploded behind them as the fighter struck the barrier at full speed.

      “We lost main canon control,” Zobo called out, reading down the list of damaged systems. “Shield power is fluctuating. But we made it!”

      As the ship righted itself, Talon glanced out the cockpit windows. “Orion’s blazing bow!” he gasped.

      Two massive Dominion battleships bore down on them, blotting out the view of the stars beyond. A cluster of tiny dots filled the space between them. As they flew closer, Talon could see they were blood hawk fighters swarming towards them. More warning sirens blared.

      “Perhaps I spoke to soon,” Zobo shouted. “Now would be a good time to move, boy!”

      Talon threw the ship into a tight-banked turn. The inertia compensator fields whined under the strain. The ship vibrated as massive glowing blasts exploded around them.

      Salena staggered into the bridge. She grabbed the edge of the doorway for support as the ship listed wildly. “What in the stars is—” She saw Talon and hurried over to the cockpit.

      Flashing him a quick smile, she lowered herself in the navigator’s chair. “Looks like your time with Avra paid off well, warrior.” Her holo display glowed to life.

      Talon dipped the ship’s wing, narrowly evading another massive blast. “How is Avra?” he asked, not taking his eyes off his instruments.

      Salena tapped some keys on her wrist display, transferring the coordinates she had copied from the tablets. “She took a direct hit, and her nervous system is still scrambled. But she’s stable for now.”

      “I’ll bring her flowers after you get us out of here, my dear,” Zobo growled.

      Salena’s eyes began to glow, as she slid her hands into the control pods. “Powering up portal drive. Downloading coordinates.”

      The ship rattled as another blast skimmed off the starboard wing.

      Zobo snarled, then began tapping his holographic display. “Fighters closing in. Transferring power to rear shields. Talon, we need to buy her some time!”

      Talon threw the ship into a steep dive. The debris field swirled around them, backlit by the infernal glow of the dying red sun. Fragments of rock and mangled metal pelted the cockpit windows. A stray shot from behind struck a tumbling shard of metal, sending it cascading towards them.

      Talon veered around the debris, missing it by millimeters. An explosion rocked the rear of the ship. One of the fighters blinked off the display… It had struck the tumbling metal fragment.

      His lips curled into a grim smile. “You want to pursue us, you mangy cowards? Then follow us into hell!”

      A blinding glow filled the windows. The ship rattled, as canon-fire from the battleships reduced a swathe of the debris field to atoms.

      “Salena…” Talon snarled.

      “Portal drive powering up.” She had entered her strange trance, and spoke in a monotone voice. “My energy reserves are low, and these coordinates are complex. It will take longer than usual to open the star-path.”

      Zobo snarled, and fired another barrage at the fighters behind them. “Not what I wanted to hear.”

      Another canon bolt vaporized the rocks on their port side. Talon veered away from the glowing particles left behind. On his display, he saw the blood hawk formation following his every move. Behind them, the massive battleships lumbered through the debris, slowly closing the gap.

      “This debris may hide us from the fighters, but it’s useless against those battleships,” Zobo shouted. “Their armor can plow right through these rocks, and they can saturate the entire area with canon-fire.”

      Talon narrowed his eyes, as a large blinking dot floated into view on his display. He looked up… Through the cockpit window he saw the remains of the old mining ship drifting before them. Even in pieces, what was left of the craft was massive, dwarfing the Star Claw, and the battleships, in size.

      “Never fight a superior opponent on his own terms,” Talon said.

      “What’s that?” Zobo barked.

      “Something my old battle instructor taught me. It was true in the arena, and it’s true here. We can’t match those battleships. So we’ll go somewhere they can’t follow.”

      “I don’t think—”

      Zobo’s protest was cut short, as Talon dropped the ship into a stomach-churning spin. They veered away from the debris, plunging towards a massive engine nozzle protruding from the derelict mining ship. The cockpit windows darkened, as the gaping wreckage engulfed them.

      A blur of mangled, rusted metal flew past the windows. Talon maneuvered the ship through the narrow opening of the engine manifold. Keeping his eye on his holo display, he made tiny, banking turns as the metal tunnel curved left and right. Weapons fire exploded behind them, and a twisted girder fell in their wake. Most of the tiny dots on his display had veered off, but three fighters had followed him into the wreckage.

      “Zobo, what the hell is this?” he called back, as the tunnel dipped down and snaked right.

      “We’re in the engine manifold. These old Titan Class Ore Haulers were massive. Hold on, I’m calling up a blueprint from records.”

      Salena stared forward, still in her navigation trance. Her holo display blinked green. “Star-path coordinates locked in. Arcane drive at full power.” Her voice was calm and serene, and she seemed oblivious to the energy bolts whizzing past them.

      “Too dangerous to open a star-path in here," Zobo snarled. "Once we lose these fighters, we can get clear and jump before the battleships spot us!”

      A twisted metal gantry hung down in front of them, blocking their path. Talon swung through the narrow gap between the mangled metal and the tunnel wall. One of the blood hawks pulled into a steep climb. It scraped against the roof and exploded, lighting up the tunnel with a brilliant orange glow.

      The other two fighters darted around the obstacle. They continued pelting the Star Claw with their weapons.

      “Listen up, boy!” Zobo spun his chair around to face the front of the ship. “I found the specs on this old junker. In eight-hundred meters, the manifold tunnel forks left and right. Go right… that should take us to the dorsal vents.”

      “I see it!” Up ahead, the manifold tunnel split into two smaller passageways. Talon darted the ship to the right, and the two blood hawks followed. In the glow of the ship’s running lights, he could see a few hundred meters down the narrow passageway…

      A giant metal slab blocked the end of the tunnel.

      “Zobo… that’s not a vent, old man!”

      The wolfish alien wrinkled his snout, and squinted at his display. “Hmm… On second thought, these plans may be upside down.”

      “Zobo!”

      “Pull up on my mark… there’s a secondary vent panel above those blast doors. We’ll have to shoot our way through. In 3… 2… 1… Mark!”

      Talon pulled the ship into a swift, sudden climb. Zobo spun the lower guns around and fired. Twin beams of energy shot ahead of them, blasting a gigantic metal grate to glowing fragments. The Star Claw sped into the massive air duct and leveled out.

      The two fighters swooped after them. More energy bolts ricocheted off the curved metal walls of the passageway.

      The narrow air duct opened in a vast, spherical chamber. More fragments of debris drifted around them. A massive rod, clustered with machinery and hoses, ran through the center of the sphere. Rows of gleaming metal cylinders ran up and down the rod.

      Talon dove down, evading another blast from their pursuers. They swooped along the walls, following the curve of the massive space.

      “By the haunted stars, this thing is huge!” he gasped.

      “This must be one of the engine reactors,” Zobo growled. “Look for another manifold tube… The power regulator in the center there controls engine output.”

      Talon banked left, avoiding a tumbling cluster of rocks. “I don’t see anything… only way out is the way we came in, straight in the path of those battleships.” As they swooped around the rocks, he saw glittering red crystals dotting from the surface.

      “Wait, is tha—”

      Before he could finish his sentence, one of the blood hawks opened fire. The energy bolts flew wide, and struck the rocks. The debris exploded, sending a massive shockwave through the walls of the chamber.

      “Cryocite ore,” Zobo said. “The refinery bay must have ruptured, and it drifted in here. The red crystals are flawed… they can’t be refined.”

      “And they’re highly unstable,” Talon muttered.

      He pulled in closer to the machinery in the center of the chamber. The Blood hawks shot past him, and dove around another floating chunk of rock. Talon swung closer to the towering power regulator.

      The fighters on their tail opened fire. Their pulse bolts streaked past the Star Claw, striking the power regulator in the center of the chamber.

      As the pulse-fire rippled over the regulator tower, the metal cylinders began to glow. Bolts of energy crackled from the giant rod, dancing across the chamber walls like a lightning storm. The bolts arced back and forth through the massive sphere, striking the drifting chunks of ore. The red cryocite crystals began to pulse and glow.

      The chamber walls shook, as another chunk of rock exploded. The blood hawks veered away, dodging the glowing particles that flew around them. Energy bolts continued to surge through the sphere, striking more debris. One by one, the other floating rocks in the chamber began to glow.

      “Best be leaving, Fledge. I don’t like the reading I’m getting off that power regulator,” Zobo said.

      “What do you mean?” Talon asked as he dodged fire from one of the blood hawks. “What kind of reading?”

      “The fighter’s weapons triggered a discharge… there’s still some residual power left in the core.”

      “So?”

      “So when the rest off this ore detonates, it could set off a chain reaction. If there’s any anti-matter left in the containment tanks, this engine could fire!”

      Talon spun the Star Claw around. The room was getting brighter now, as more and more chunks of rock began to glow and pulse. A thousand miniature stars swirled around them, each one burning with crimson fire.

      He plunged back into the manifold tunnel. Glancing at the display, he clenched his jaw. “Brace for impact!”

      The two remaining blood hawks streaked out of the sphere, and followed him down the tunnel. Then the wreckage rumbled and shook. The tunnel grew hot and bright, as a wall of white-hot plasma vaporized the blast door behind them.
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      Commander Ecotyl marched across the command deck of the DNS Paladin. He glanced out the massive battleship's sloped windows. Outside, rocks and floating debris disintegrated as they struck the vessel’s powerful shields. The brief pulses of light reminded Ecotyl of the fireflies he chased in his youth, back on his home planet.

      Beneath the raised command deck, an array of consoles curved before the windows. As the bridge crew guided the Paladin towards the derelict mining ship, Ecotyl consulted a holo display near the edge of his deck. They were almost through the debris field, and within firing range on the wreckage. The drifting hulk’s massive engine nozzle filled the windows… a black maw large enough to engulf even the mighty battleship.

      Let Sartarus keep his ancient religion, and accursed dark energy, he thought. I’m a Commander in the Dominion Navy. Not a zealot in his fanatical cult.

      With a snap of his fingers, Ecotyl knew he could unleash a barrage of destruction that could level a city.

      So why did High General Kyr entrust the destruction of the renegade prince to that withering madman?

      “Sir," a voice called from below. "I have sensor contact. Looks like a pair of our fighters in pursuit of an unidentified vessel.”

      Ecotyl blinked, as the intel report dragged him from his jealous thoughts. He glanced at his display and saw the three blinking dots. The holographic image was hazy, and flickered in and out of focus. Something inside the wreckage was blocking their sensors.

      “Forward guns, stand by to fire at my command,” he snapped. The sensor readings flickered again. “Tighten up this signal… Why can’t we get a solid lock?”

      An officer below consulted his display. He touched his ear, as he spoke into a comm unit that broadcast his voice through the air.

      “I’m reading some kind of massive energy surge inside the wreckage, sir. It’s interfering with our sensors.”

      Ecotyl was about to answer, when a chill run through his body. He stiffened, and sensed a presence behind him. A cold, hissing voice whispered in his ear.

      “Pull up, Commander.”

      Sartarus…

      Ecotyl clicked his heels, and spun around. The cloaked man loomed behind him, although he had not heard him approach. The commander stared into the man’s intense sapphire eyes. They glared at him from behind the shimmering gold mask.

      “Lord Sartarus, I—”

      “You heard me, Commander.”

      “Sir, our fighters are flushing out the prey, we have the Star Claw in our—”

      The robed man’s arm flew out. He grabbed the collar of Ecotyl’s black and red uniform and yanked the commander close. Ecotyl winced, as he smelled the hint of decay wafting from the man’s gray, withered flesh.

      “Do as I command, Ecotyl…” Sartarus shoved him away. Ecotyl flew back and struck the railing of the command deck. He gasped in pain, and grabbed the thin metal bar to stop himself from flying over the edge. Sartarus cocked his head and stared at him. His monstrous golden mask reflected the lights from the exploding debris outside. “I won’t ask you again,” he hissed.

      Ecotyl caught his balance. He ignored the stinging pain in his back, and gave a quick bow. “Of course, sir.” He spun around, and tapped the glowing lights of his holo display. “Helm, take us up, one quarter thrusters.”

      The helm officer’s fingers danced across her panel as she responded to his command. “Aye sir, ascending at one quarter thrust. Z-axis at plus— By the gods! Sir, look!”

      The officer stood in her chair and pointed out the front windows. Ecotyl squinted, as he peered into the gaping black chasm of the derelict’s engine nozzle.

      Three tiny dots exploded from the darkness. He could just make out the ship in the lead… the sloped wing and bulging canon of the old Sidegunner. The twin crimson blood hawk fighters followed in its wake.

      The darkness behind the three ships rippled and swirled, like a heat mirage in the desert. A faint glow bloomed from the center of the engine nozzle, like a tiny sun rising against a black horizon.

      Ecotyl grit his teeth. “Helm, full thruster power, now!”

      The helm officer threw herself back in her chair. “Aye, sir! Diverting power to maneuvering thrusters!”

      Ecotyl grabbed the railing again as the behemoth vessel groaned in protest. The massive battleship ascended. The glow from the engine nozzle grew as bright as an exploding star. Its white-hot light filled the windows, casting long, grim shadows across the bridge.

      Ecotyl looked back at Sartarus. The man seemed to have little trouble maintaining his balance as the ship's bow tilted at an extreme angle.

      Beneath the rising battleship, the Star Claw cleared the rim of the nozzle’s cone. It powered into a tight-banked turn, screaming away from the wreckage as the blazing glow intensified.

      With thunderous roar, the mining ship’s engine fired.

      A lance of atomic fire spat out from the dark nozzle, annihilating everything in its path. The blast reduced the drifting bits of rock and metal in its line of fire to atoms in the blink of an eye. The Paladin rumbled and shook, as the destructive blast clipped the edge of the port fin. Despite the damage, they kept rising, flying up and out of the engine’s path of destruction.

      The tactical officer’s voice shouted up to him. “Sir, the Adjudicator… it’s right behind us!”

      The second battleship was cruising in formation behind them. It took the blast from the massive engine head on. For a few seconds, its forward shields seemed to hold. The wave of engine fire glowed cobalt blue as it broke against the powerful energy barrier. Then the field buckled… the crimson hull of the battleship vanished in a white-hot cone of fire and plasma. Burning metal fragments exploded into space, spinning off into the black depths of the void.

      The mining ship’s engine sputtered. The stream of fire narrowed, then flickered. A moment later, it died out. The energy stored in the power regulators had been expended. The wreckage was now just a lifeless hulk.

      As the Paladin leveled out, Commander Ecotyl barked orders to the officers below. “Damage control, get me a status report on decks one through nine. Lock off the power regulators from all systems in the port wing.”

      Sartarus stepped up beside him at the railing. The taller man glanced out the windows at the burning debris in the distance.

      He chuckled. “Well done, Commander.”

      Ecotyl glanced up at him, his face flushed and dripping with sweat. ‘Thank you, sir, I—”

      “You only managed to lose one battleship, and a score of the fighters. And what of our prey?”

      Ecotyl swallowed, then glanced down at his officers. “Tactical! Get me a sit-rep on those ships!”

      The young man below flicked through a series of data slides on his holo display.

      “The two blood hawks didn’t clear the blast, sir.”

      “And the Star Claw?”

      The officer shot Sartarus a nervous look. “She’s out of sensor range, sir. Residual energy indicates a star-path opened in this area. We tried to run tracking protocols, but there was no time.”

      Sartarus clenched his fist, and nodded. “As I thought. Prepare my shuttle. My guards and I will travel to the surface.”

      “The surface?" Ecotyl took a step back, as Sartarus glared at him. "Our ground forces devastated the target zone. What’s left to find down there?”

      “Come see with your own eyes, Ecotyl. I want you to accompany us.” The man spun around. His robes whirled behind him as he stalked off the bridge. “That way, you can explain your failure to High General Kyr yourself.”
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      Sartarus and Ecotyl marched into the crumbling remains of the bathhouse, flanked on either side by a pair of Holy guards. A haze of dust filled the air, and puddles of water and blood spattered the tiles beneath their feet. A sickening stench hung trapped beneath the high, domed ceiling… a reeking miasma of scented oils, ionized rock and charred flesh.

      A floating holo projector drifted through the air above them. It cast a glowing, flickering projection that appeared to walk between the two men. The translucent image displayed a short, muscular man with a broad forehead, topped by a shock of thick white hair. He wore a crisp, pressed uniform, decorated with a plaque of medals and honor pinned over his right breast.

      His dark, beady eyes glared at Ecotyl for a moment. Then he turned to face Sartarus.

      The man in the hologram was High General Kyr.

      “Ecotyl’s failure to capture the enemy's ship is unacceptable.” Kyr's voice boomed from the speakers in the projector drifting above them. “But why are you still on Bakala? Our forces are preparing to jump to Vendaru as we speak. We need to deploy the weapon, and crush Prince Lucian’s coalition once and for all. I ordered your ships to return to the fleet.”

      “Yes, General,” Ecotyl said. His face flushed as red as his uniform. “I swear, I—”

      Sartarus raised his hand. The flustered commander quit his stammering, and stared at his feet as they continued marching forward.

      The tall, robed man kept his eyes focused ahead, and did not look at the hologram as he spoke. “General, I will return as soon as possible. It is in both our interests that I find what I seek. If you had given me the time I requested to locate the missing relics, the weapon would have functioned properly at Hadros, and the Prince’s coalition would no longer be a problem for you.”

      The general’s eyes narrowed, as his hologram flickered in and out of resolution. “I’m told you’ve wasted the resources I placed at your disposal. You’ve been tearing apart the galaxy searching for one man. A slave, of all things. A gladiator.”

      Sartarus tilted his head. Ecotyl could not tell if the man’s sapphire stare was glaring at the general’s hologram, or if he was staring through it, scrutinizing the guilty fear Ecotyl displayed on his own face.

      “If I were you, General, I would spend my time planning your containment strategy for Vendaru, rather than listening to the twittering of little birds in your fleet.”

      The general’s eyes opened wide, and his cheeks bulged around his thick, pursed lips. “I’ve had enough of your insubordination. I am High General! I hold the throne of the Tygon Dominion, and I order you to abandon this foolishness. Return to—”

      “The man I seek is far more than a slave. He is the one thing that can stop us, although I doubt he even realizes it. He is a liability, and we must eliminate him before the weapon is deployed again. Did your spy do as I commanded?”

      The general glowered in silence, then nodded. “He did. The launch tubes on Vendaru were destroyed. Repairs will take weeks.”

      “Good. Then the prince isn’t going anywhere. I will purge this enemy from the stars, and recover the final piece of our great weapon. Until then, you must hold the planet. Prevent any ships from getting through.”

      “I don’t take orders from you! I gave you ships and men, a small fortune in chips, and—”

      “And I gave you a weapon that annihilated half your enemy’s forces,” Sartarus snapped.

      “A vow half kept is still a vow broken,” the general snarled. “I warn you Sartarus… don’t make an enemy of me.”

      Sartarus sighed. “I grow weary of this conversation. I will rejoin the fleet when I have found what we seek. Until then… hold Vendaru.”

      He gestured to one of his guards. With frightening speed the armored man raised his rifle, and fired a burst at the holo projector. The floating machine exploded, raining a shower of sopranos around them. The general’s hologram blinked out of existence.

      They continued pacing through the ruins. Up ahead, a towering scorpion tank stomped through the rubble. A pair of retrofitted cargo claws replaced its front canons. The powerful hydraulic appendages allowed the armored vehicle to lift chunks of fallen rubble and carry them out of the dome.

      A cluster of centurions stood beyond the rubble, next to a row of corpses laid out on the ground. The bodies stretched off into the distance, disappearing in the dust-filled air. One of the officers noticed Sartarus striding towards them. He spun around and snapped to attention. “Sir, we have secured the premises, as ordered.”

      “You said you found the body?”

      “Yes sir, in a chamber below the main bath house. Buried beneath the rubble. We ran a blood scan, and confirmed a match.”

      “And the artifacts?” Sartarus hissed, as the officer led them down the long line of burned and bloody flesh.

      “No sign of them, sir.”

      Sartarus sighed. “Ah. Pity.”

      The robed man stopped next to one of the bodies. Ecotyl watched as he kneeled down next to the battered corpse. The dead man’s face was bruised and battered. A pair of scars, long-since healed, ran down his left cheek.

      Beneath his gold mask, Sartarus’ withered, bloody maw twisted into an approximation of a smile.

      “Karl Aroyass… You were a fool to keep secrets from me. From us. All for what? A few more chips to fill your cold, dead hand?”

      Sartarus pulled back the sleeves of his robe. Beneath his gleaming mask, he began to chant in a low, deep voice. He held out his right arm, and waved his hand over the dead, frozen face of Aroyas.

      Ecotyl squinted as he looked down at the robed man. Something was writhing, moving through the flesh of his right arm. It was larger than the flesh weavers he had seen before… it rippled beneath the muscles and skin like a wave, surging towards his bony, outstretched fingers.

      With a wet pop, a pair of glistening tentacles burst from the first two fingers of his hand. Bulging, slime-covered orbs tipped the serpentine stalks of flesh. Ecotyl took a step back, as the orbs slid open, revealing a pair of blinking eyeballs. The commander glanced left and right… His holy guards merely stared forward, as if oblivious to the horror before them.

      “Now, Aroyas… there will be no more secrets. Now you will share all that you know.”

      The tentacles darted forward, like vipers lashing at their prey. They plunged into the lifeless, unseeing eyes of the dead man on the ground. Blood sprayed from the corpse’s eye sockets, as the tentacles burrowed deep into his skull.

      Sartarus twitched and shook. He continued mumbling his strange chant, as glowing sigils shimmered to life above his left hand. Images shimmered in the air above the spinning symbols…

      Ecotyl saw a woman with lavender skin kneeling over something… artifacts, metal tablets. Red light burst from a muscular man’s eye. More symbols… planets and stars hovered in the air around them.

      With a gasp, Sartarus snapped his left hand into a fist. The glowing symbols disappeared, and the tendrils shot back into his arm. Two crimson holes were left staring up from the dead man’s eye sockets.

      Sartarus reeled for a moment, then stood. He wheezed for breath.

      “As I said, Ecotyl… it takes a toll.”

      “Those images… was that an illusion?” the startled commander asked.

      “No, Commander, not illusions. Memories. The last things Aroyas saw before the falling rocks crushed the life from him."

      “But what did he see? What did it mean?”

      Sartarus glanced up at him, his sapphire eyes brilliant in the dark hollows of his mask.

      “He saw the path, Commander. The path to eternity. But he was too corrupted to realize it. Corrupted by this world of flesh."

      Sartarus spun around, and strode back the way he came. His guards followed, marching behind him. “We have what we need. I know where our prey is going next. We must leave this system at once.”

      “But sir, what about the artifacts you were looking for? We haven’t finished excavating the rubble here.”

      He waved a dismissive hand in the air as he marched away from the commander. “Don’t bother. We’ll bombard this wretched cesspool from space. Anyone who may have come into contact with Karl Aroyas must die.”
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      Talon stood before the sloped window of the crew deck. The octagon-shaped room was the largest on the ship, which wasn’t saying much. There was just enough room for a table in the center, and some smaller game consoles and holo screens mounted along the walls. It was the only place he had found on the ship that was large enough to practice his sword and axe forms.

      And then there was the view.

      Talon had never seen the space inside a star-path before. Rufa and his other owners had always transported him in life-pods, to insure he would be at peak performance in the arena. This was the first time he had witnessed the dimensional tunnel, the path that burrowed between the quantum strands of reality. He stood and watched, as vivid streaks of light flew past the window like the distorted brush strokes of a painter coloring the heavens. Within the star-path, space became a blur of red, green, blue… he tried to count the colors flying past, but he soon lost track. Some didn’t have names he could speak. In here, planets were dark shadows, hollows in the fabric of space-time. A void of clouds and mist surrounded the ship… Taking it all in, the colors, the vast enigma of it all… it was overwhelming.

      After the events on Bakala, he felt lost, confused. It was not a sensation he was familiar with. As a gladiator, he always knew the task before him. He faced his opponents head on, weapon in hand.

      But now… the dreams he shared with Salena, the flood of strange sights and sounds in the bath house… He sensed they were visions, glimpses of a past he had no memory of. His blood still boiled with anger and rage towards Aroyas, Rufa, and all those who had enslaved him. But through them, Salena had found him. Her path led him here, face to face with a destiny he wasn't sure he even wanted. Standing before the brilliant void outside, he knew this was the closest he had come in years to true freedom. But the dream-like blur beyond the window seemed to mirror the restless thoughts careening through his mind.

      A gruff voice from the past cut through the haze of confusion. The words of Orex Griff, his old battle instructor, drowned out the chaotic jumble of thoughts.

      Questions of philosophy are fine at a festival or feast. But in the arena, only one question matters. Will you fight? Or will you die?

      Talon smiled. “Still fighting, old friend,” he muttered to himself. “Still fighting.”

      He hefted his axe. The blade was deactivated, but he didn’t need it to practice his swings. He spun the metal shaft in his hands, sweeping it left and right as he advanced towards the windows. He spun around, and repeated the exercises, this time moving toward the opposite window. After several more passes, a sheen of sweat covered his skin. His muscle memory took over, and the practiced swings and strikes cut through the air with no conscious thought on his part. The practice quieted his restless mind. This was a dance of death. He knew each step by heart.

      “Nice form,” a woman’s voice called out.

      Talon spun around and raised the axe in a defensive posture. A shadowy figure leaned against the frame of the open doorway.

      She took a step forward. The colorful lights outside danced across her fiery hair and golden headband.

      Avra…

      Talon lowered the axe. “I did not hear the door open.”

      She glanced out the windows. “You seemed lost in thought. I know the feeling. When I’m feeling overwhelmed, I like to practice my Fera K’Ral.” She gave him a sly smile. “Or get drunk and start a bar fight. That helps too.”

      Talon chuckled. “I was thinking much the same thing.” He glanced at her as she stood next to him at the window. “You’ve recovered well.”

      She cocked her head. “Says you… look at this!” She pulled the zipper of her jumpsuit down to her chest, and turned her back towards Talon. With a shrug of her shoulders she lowered the garment, revealing a mass of purple bruises across her back.

      “One more hit like that, and we wouldn’t be having this conversation,” she said over her shoulder. She pulled her suit back up and faced him. “Salena told me you took out that centurion on the stairs. Before he shot me again.”

      Talon shrugged. “It was nothing. We are warriors, in battle together. I covered your back, just as you covered mine.”

      She nodded. “It’s nice. To have someone covering your back, I mean. After what happened with the Sorari… it’s been a while since I felt that.”

      Talon frowned. “On Bakala, Jula called you ignofacci… What does that mean?”

      Avra bit her lip, and gazed out the window at the explosion of light and color. “It means exiled. Cast out, by the holy mother of the Sorari order.”

      “You fight well. You have honor. Why would they cast you out?”

      She grabbed the leather sleeve of her right arm and squeezed. She did not look at him as she spoke. “I know you've seen little of the galaxy… Take my word for it, it’s not always a nice place. The sisterhood takes in girls like me. Runaways, with no family, no home. They trained us to fight, gave us a place to live. A new way of life. But the competition is fierce. You saw Jula? How she moved, the things she could do?”

      Talon nodded. “She was a skilled warrior.”

      “The sisterhood’s training unlocks a part of your mind, gives you total control of your body. A fully-trained battle sister can flood her nerves with adrenaline to increase her reaction speed. Or stop production of acid in her muscles, push her endurance to the max. But for me… the things that happened to me before they took me in, the life I led… It broke me. I was so scared, so hurt, my mind wouldn’t open up. I stayed locked tight, like a safe they couldn’t crack. I reached the limits of my abilities, but it wasn’t good enough.”

      She looked up at him. Her emerald eyes were hard and cold. They blinked, and her lips quivered, but she showed no sign of tears. “I didn’t want to disappoint them. I was afraid… afraid they would make me leave. So I turned to other means. The dust.”

      “Fire orchid dust,” Talon muttered. “I’ve seen gladiators use it in the arena. Forced to use it, I should say. My trainer told me it makes a man fight with the strength of the nine hells. But sooner or later the devils come to claim their prize.”

      “It’s true. For a while I hid the symptoms. The sisters thought their training was getting through, breaking down my resistance. They sent me into the field, on a mission. Jula was there, along with my keirtyi-sorar.”

      Talon gave her a quizzical look.

      “My honor sister,” she said. “The woman who took me in. She was responsible for my training.” Avra shook her head. “I was so high on the dust, I can’t even remember the mission. I blazed out, couldn’t follow orders. Lost myself in the bloodlust.”

      “The devils’ claimed their prize,” Talon said in a quiet voice.

      She nodded. “All I remember is that when I came to, my hands were covered in blood. Bodies were all around me… They were slaughtered, torn apart, as if they were clawed by an animal. One of them was Lakaris… my honor sister. She lay at my feet. My blade was in her chest.”

      Avra looked up at him. “When the Sorari found out what happened, they cast me out. I would rather have died. You can’t imagine what it was like… To have to go back to that life. I grew up in the slums of a conquered world. I was a scared little girl. Helpless. Alone…”

      “You’re none of those things now,” Talon said.

      She smiled. “I’m lucky Zobo found me. Not a lot of clients would hire an exiled sister. The Sorari can make life difficult for anyone who tries. But Zobo didn’t care." She gave him a sad smile. "Maybe the old wolf was just happy I fought for cheap.”

      “I’ve seen you fight,” Talon grunted. “Zobo got one hell of a bargain. Outcast or not, you have the heart of a warrior. If the sisters will not have you, to hell with them. You’ll make your own destiny.”

      Avra reached out and slid her hand up his arm. Talon glanced down at it, then locked eyes with her. The shifting prism outside reflected across her face, making it difficult to read her expression.

      “Is that what you plan to do when you’re free?” she asked. “Salena thinks you were meant to play a role in this battle. That fate led you to us.”

      Talon brushed a strand of her hair away from her face. “Salena has shown me many things. I owe her a great debt. But I don’t believe in fate, or destiny.” He held up his axe, and glanced at the shaft. “This… This is my destiny. My blades, my skill. The blood in my veins and the fire in my heart. I make my own path. If the winds of fate turn against me, I’ll face them head on, as I would any enemy. And if I have a part to play in all this, then by Orion’s blazing bow, I swear it will be my will that guides my hand in battle.”

      Avra slid closer to him. Her arms looped around his neck, and her body pressed against his. He felt a triangle of heat, the warm kiss of her flesh touching him through her open jumpsuit. The fiery trail of light outside blazed off her hair, and there was no mistaking the hunger in her stare as her eyes met his. Her lips parted.

      “And what of this debt you owe Salena? Do you belong to her now?”

      His hands gripped her waist and pulled her even tighter to him. He felt her leg slide between his thighs. His lips brushed against her neck.

      “I belong to no one. In fact, she told me you and I would be a good match. But she also told me I have much to learn about women.”

      He tossed the axe aside, and wound his fingers through her hair. Avra moaned, as her hands slid across the muscles of his back.

      “Good. Then let me offer you another lesson.” She stepped back. Her slim, pale hand slid up her abdomen and gripped the zipper of her suit. She tugged it down, and let the second skin fall away from her naked body. Then she pressed her lips to his, kissing, biting, grasping his hair in her fingers as her tongue darted in his mouth.

      She gasped, and pulled away. Her eyes sparkled in the dim light. “You saved my life, Talon. Exiled or not, I am a Sorari Battle Sister. We take what we desire. And we always pay our debts.”

      They sank to floor, as the trails of light outside grew brighter and brighter. The colors shifted to tints of red and orange, painting their writhing bodies in the hues of a dying star.
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      The coordinates downloaded from the tablets led the Star Claw through a series of nebulae and asteroid belts, in the vast, dark gulf of frontier space that lay between the Tygon Dominion and its nearest rivals.

      The region was vast and unexplored. Most of the stars blinking on the ship’s displays were bloated and blood-red… crimson giants that had burned through their supply of hydrogen. As their cores collapsed, their outer surface burned hotter. They expanded millions of kilometers into space, engulfing the planets that once orbited them. Even as they neared the end of their life cycle, they would still burn for another billion years or more.

      After a few days of travel, The Star Claw pierced the atmosphere of a small, lush green world. The planet orbited a binary system of two main sequence stars, and its surface was teeming with life. As they descended through the upper atmosphere, the thick, murky clouds parted, revealing a vast green surface below. Pools of blue, lakes and rivers, broke up the vermilion canvas beneath them. Avra swooped the ship lower, and the foliage became clearer… They streaked over kilometer after kilometer of dense, green jungle. Towering palms rose above clusters of vines and other plants. A carpet of ferns and moss clung to the rocky surface like the arms of a jealous lover.

      They dipped lower, skimming just above the treetops.

      “We’re coming up on the coordinates,” Avra said. “I don’t see any structures on… Wait. I have something up ahead.”

      A series of dots and lines floated on her display. She squinted at the sloped, angled steps of a gigantic pyramid. “Looks like a temple of some kind. Sensors can’t get a read on the building materials. Whatever it is, it seems to be in good shape.”

      “There’s a clearing a few clicks to the west, next to a small lagoon,” Zobo said. He tilted his chair down and spun around to get a better view out the windows. “Let’s set her down and take a closer look.”

      Talon squinted. He reached up and massaged his temple. He felt something… a sound, a feeling… something he could not describe. Whatever it was, it seemed to grow more intense as they streaked closer to the strange formations on the display. He rested his hand on the back of Salena’s navigation chair. She looked up over her shoulder at him. Her eyes shimmered, and her lips dipped in a concerned frown.

      “I feel it too,” she said in a quiet voice.

      “Its like… something calling to me. A voice in the distance," he said. “It’s pulling at me.”

      She touched his hand. Avra glanced over at her but said nothing. She bit her lip, and returned her gaze to the display.

      “This is why we came,” she breathed. “Here, you will face your past. And perhaps you will find your destiny.”

      Talon narrowed his eyes, and continued peering out the window at the jungles rushing beneath them.

      “I already know my destiny,” he grunted. “It is death. The same fate that befalls all men. Until then… we shall see.”
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      The hike from the landing site to the structure was brutal. Twin suns beat down on them like a raging inferno, and the hazy clouds above trapped the heat near the planet’s surface. Salena wore only her jeweled harness and silk loincloth as usual. Avra traded her jumpsuit for sleek leather breeches and a tank top. Even Zobo had swapped his battle armor for a khaki vest and cargo trousers.

      The wolfish alien fell behind the group. He made a strange, huffing nose as they marched through the dense tangle of plants and vines.

      Talon slowed his pace, and joined Zobo at the rear. “Are you alright Zobo? Breathing hard already?”

      “My breathing’s fine, boy! Why, I’ve fought in jungles like this since—”

      “He’s panting,” Avra called back over her shoulder.

      “Well what do you expect in this cursed heat!” Zobo exclaimed. “My fur doesn’t sweat like you smooth-skins, you know!”

      Talon snorted with laughter, and slapped the alien on his shoulder. “Apologies, old man. As you were.”

      He marched towards the front, and fell into step between Avra and Salena. Like the two women, his skin shimmered with a film of sweat. The sounds of the jungle surrounded them. A piercing cry wailed through the dense trees, and shadowy wings fluttered overhead.

      Glittering insects buzzed around them, like tiny jewels humming through the air. Salena held out her hand. A butterfly with neon green wings landed on her outstretched fingers. Its glowing wings flapped gently in the humid air. Then it rose up and fluttered off into the distance.

      She smiled. “Say what you like about the heat. It’s beautiful here. After months hiding with the prince, it’s wonderful see so much green… So much life.

      Talon thought about the vision she had shown him of her home world… black and barren, devoid of even a single blade of grass. He tried to imagine what had happened there, how a planet like this lush paradise could be reduced to a lifeless rock.

      As they walked, Salena took a deep breath of the air. She glanced over at Talon and Avra, and smiled.

      “You know, I had the most vivid dream the other night.” She stretched her arms above her head and yawned, then gave them a mischievous glance. “You two were both in it. It was quite… stimulating.”

      “Salena!” Avra hissed. She shot Talon a dirty look and punched his arm. “What did you tell her?”

      “It’s not my fault!” Talon protested. “We share a dark energy bond, she can sense my thoughts. How was I to know she—” He was silenced by Salena’s gasp, as they pushed through another wall of leaves and hanging moss.

      Beyond the foliage lay a clearing. The twin suns above glared off a structure several yards away. A massive ziggurat stood nestled in the clearing, surrounded by a perimeter of plants and trees. Whatever the structure was, it appeared to be built from the same strange material as the tablets Aroyas had shown them.

      “I take it this is what we’re looking for,” Zobo growled between panting breaths.

      They stepped into the clearing. As they hiked closer to the massive structure, the walls of the sloped, metallic base loomed over them. Its surfaces were pitted, and streaked with mud. Vines crawled up the sides, disappearing into the upper levels.

      Again Talon felt the strange pull… not a sound, not a vision, just a nagging sensation, buzzing in his skull. He glanced up at the twin suns, and paced left, circling around the base.

      “It’s huge,” Salena called to him as she followed in his steps.

      Avra consulted her wrist display. “Some of the trees and vegetation here are centuries old. But I can’t get any reading on the structure itself. It’s like our sensors just go right through it.”

      Zobo brushed aside some vegetation, and set his paw down on the metal surface.

      “It’s cool to the touch… No heat build-up at all.”

      He shielded his yellow eyes, and glanced up at the higher levels of the structure. “Don’t see any way in though. Maybe it’s just solid metal?”

      Talon ignored them as he circled the metal slabs. On the opposite side of the structure, he paced forward in a straight line. A stone statue stood at the perimeter, facing away from the metal walls. Talon pointed to it, and continued walking.

      “Look, there. This feeling in my head… it’s pulling me there.”

      Salena said nothing as she followed him. Together, they circled the statue… it stood five meters tall, and was smothered in a thick covering of vines and moss. Talon pulled at the vegetation, ripping it away from the figure beneath.

      Finally, he took a step back and examined his handwork. Unlike the building, the rock statue had worn and crumbled with age. But he could make out a pattern carved in the gray, pitted stone… triangular scales, overlapping like plates of armor. Long, curved claws, muscular limbs, and a pair of triangular eyes, gazing down at them from a serpentine head.

      “R’Kur…” Salena whispered. “The great dragon of earth and sky. And the enemy of Daizon.”

      Talon turned to her. “How do you know all this?”

      She shook her head, but could not tear her eyes away from the statue.

      “These legends are very old. Older than my people, even. I heard them many times as a child, but I never dreamt they could be real."

      She turned to him, and her lips parted in surprise. “Talon, your eye… it’s glowing!”

      He stepped closer to the statue, and yanked off more vines. A blood-red crystal was revealed behind the foliage, set in the figure's chest. As the sun's rays hit the gem, it began to pulse and glow, matching the light from Talon’s crimson eye.

      The gem was set in the center of a carved symbol… the shape was familiar to him. A triangle, with three lines pointing to the sparkling starburst in the center.

      Moving without thought, he reached out and touched the gem. His eye blazed even brighter, and the crystal blazed with inner fire. The air around them seemed to ripple and shimmer, like a mirage.

      “Salena, Talon…” It was Avra, calling from the other side of the ziggurat. They rushed around the structure towards the sound of her voice. Glowing mystic symbol shimmered in the air, just above the grass and foliage. They spun in a circle, as an object materialized into view… it was another statue, identical to the one they had just scene. But this one was untouched by vines or decay… its lines looked sharp, and pristine, as if it had just been carved.

      “By the Gods,” Zobo gasped. “Star-paths… Check your wrist units.”

      Salena held her display up and tapped some keys. “Look! There’re two more statues appearing at opposite ends of the structure. They form a perfect cross, with the center of the building in the middle.

      The clouds overhead parted, and a beam of sunlight struck one of the statues. A deep hum emitted from the carved rock. Crystals mounted in the heads of each dragon reflected the light towards the top of the structure in an intense beam. The four beams met at the small square, protruding from the top of the building.

      Panels slid down, revealing a fifth identical crystal housed inside the tiny square chamber. The beams of light struck it, and the humming grew into a high-pitched wail.

      With a metallic groan, the building shuddered. Dirt and foliage fell away from its vibrating walls. The metal surfaces began to shift and move. An inverted pyramid rose up from the center, dragging the beams of sunlight with it as they reflected off the crystal at its peak.

      Deep channels retracted from the centers of the building’s walls. With a loud cracking sound, stairs snapped into place, leading up into the darkened inner chamber.

      The high-pitched whine died down, replaced by a soft, pulsing hum.

      “Well, I suppose that’s our way in,” Zobo growled.

      Salena looked over at Talon and smiled. “You were the key, Talon. You were meant to find this place." She ascended the stairs.

      Talon hefted his axe, and followed. “I feel like cattle being led into a slaughter pen,” he muttered as he advanced up the steps.

      Avra and Zobo fell in behind them. “How about a little optimism?” Avra muttered under her breath. “We made it this far.”

      They advanced up the nearest flight of steps. It was a steep climb, and Zobo’s panting increased as they neared the top. The vast canopy of jungle spread out beneath them, a hazy green expanse that stretched as far as the eye could see. The stairs finished halfway up the structure. They emerged onto a short, flat landing. A steep, narrow corridor sloped down before them, descending into the center of the ziggurat.

      As they made their way down the incline, Salena swept a light from her wrist display across the walls. Silver tablets, like the ones Aroyas had smuggled, were set into the angled walls. Behind them, the corridor’s entrance had faded to a tiny square of light, as they descended lower and lower into the structure. Identical openings penetrated the other three walls, and the sloped corridors all met at a circular chamber in the center of the ziggurat.

      “We’re beneath ground level now,” Avra said quietly, her low voice echoing off the walls. “The chamber up ahead is even deeper.”

      “Well at least it’s cooler down here” Zobo grunted. “No sign of any threat so far. Still…” He drew his pistol, and held it by his side as another set of glow spheres flickered to life above them.

      Finally, they stepped into the circular chamber at the bottom of the corridor. The ceiling was open, and the inverted pyramid hovered above their heads, its narrow tip pointing down at them. The strange, pulsing hum echoed off the curved walls, and there was no obvious sign of what was supporting the massive floating object in the air.

      A ring of stone statues circled around the walls of the room. They were human sized and arranged in pairs, flanking the archways that led back to the surface. Each statue depicted an athletic man or woman, their arms wielding a variety of weapons. The sculptors wore helmets and battles harnesses, and a familiar mark was etched into their chests.

      Avra ran her fingers over one of the carved warriors and whistled. “Remind you of anyone we know?”

      Salena brought her light closer. A single claw-like tattoo ran across its chest. Tiny emerald crystals glittered in the design, reflecting her light back in a dazzling star-burst.

      “Talon… your mark. These must be your people!”

      Talon said nothing, but he stepped closer to the nearest statue. He blinked, and his hand rose to the necklace he wore around his neck… the carved triangle… the Eye of R’Kur.

      The same design adorned each figure. He reached out to touch the carved stone.

      “Only the faithful may enter the temple of the great sky dragon.” The voice echoed through the chamber… Talon spun around, powering up his axe and hefting the weapon before him.

      The tip of the pyramid hovering above them glowed with an inner fire. A column of white light beamed down and struck the floor of the chamber. It was nearly blinding in the shadowy chamber. Zobo shielded his eyes and growled, but Talon stared straight ahead, without even squinting. An image flickered with the burning white light.

      It was a woman. She wore a battle harness, and a white robe hung over her shoulders. Between the parted panels of silk, Talon saw a tattoo… The same green claw that marked his skin, snaked across her naked chest. The woman turned to look at them, one by one. Her face was pale and eerily beautiful, as perfect as any of the statues that circled the room. One of her eyes glowed red. As her gaze fell upon Talon, his eye pulsed to life as well.

      “You are a Claw of R’Kur,” she said. The dust on the floor of the ancient chamber vibrated at the sound of her words. “You are welcome here.”

      “Who are you?” Talon shouted back. “What is this place?”

      “I am Ikari, emissary of the dragon. This is his temple.”

      Zobo growled, then sniffed the air. “I don’t smell anyone else here. We must have triggered some kind of hologram. A digital ghost.”

      The woman called Ikari turned to face him. “I am no hologram, Akaelan. I exist in a different plane of reality than your universe. My body lies between quantum states, neither dead, nor alive. My eyes see across the gulf of space-time. Past, present and the future are but one state of being for me. I am eternal.”

      She looked back to Talon. His blazing axe cast a flickering orange glow through the room. The statues surrounding them were cast in dark shadow, giving their features a menacing glare.

      The woman blinked. “You do not need your weapon here, No’varran. You are a Claw of R’Kur. You are his weapon against the great evil. You were destined to find your way here.”

      Talon took a step forward. “I am no one’s weapon. Not anymore.”

      Salena grabbed his arm, and held him back. “The great evil? You speak of Daizon?”

      Ikari cocked her head, and regarded Salena with a strange look. “You know of the devourer?”

      Salena did not respond. The woman was silent for a moment, then continued. “Before life as you know it existed in this universe, there were the First Ones… Beings of unimaginable power and unknowable desires. Among them was R’Kur the sky dragon, the great creator. And his enemy, Daizon. The devourer who feeds on reality itself.

      Ikari narrowed her eyes. Her gleaming arm rose within the column of light, and pointed at Salena. “I sense the destroyer’s taint on you.”

      Talon did not lower his axe. “What is she talking about?” he snarled.

      Salena stepped forward, and stood before the shimmering column. “What happened to these beings? These ‘First Ones’?”

      Ikari lowered her arm. “In time, new life arose. Life such as yourself. But with that life came death. And with each death, Daizon grew in strength. In time, the destroyer grew in power, and threatened to devour the totality of the universe itself. The young races joined with R’Kur, and a great war was fought. Daizon was imprisoned… his essence was fused to another reality. But the cost was great. R’Kur collapsed into a singularity. Daizon’s final blow shattered that singularity, scattering the fragments through space. The No’varran, one of the few races that survived, gathered the pieces they could find. They built temples like this one, to protect the shards of R’Kur.”

      Salena stepped closer to the light. “There is a man… a human, named Sartarus. He seeks to free Daizon. To unleash its power on this universe once again. He has acquired artifacts from other temples, like this one.”

      The woman in the light stared back at them, her face betraying no sign of emotion. “Why would he do such a thing?”

      Salena’s voice quavered. “He is in great pain. He lost something… someone. He believes Daizon can bring him peace.”

      “The only peace Daizon can bring is the cold emptiness of death.”

      Talon stepped forward, and lowered his axe. “Enough debate. I am told I must play a part in this, that I was destined to come to this place. So here I am. Will you help us or not?”

      The woman turned her cold, probing gaze to Talon. Her gleaming eye pulsed brighter. She gave him a slight bow, then straightened. “The Claw of R’Kur shall be granted entry. You may wield the shard as you see fit. You have trained your entire life for this. You have all the knowledge you require.” She spread her arms. “Step forward, into the light.”

      Talon took a step towards the shimmering white column. He felt a hand on his shoulder. Looking back, he saw Avra, her emerald eyes wide with concern.

      “Talon, wait… are you sure?”

      “I don’t like this,” Zobo snarled. “I don’t trust people I can’t smell.”

      Before Talon could speak, Salena gently removed Avra’s hand from his shoulder. She held it in her own, and the two women locked eyes.

      “Prophecy or not, you don’t know what will happen to him in there,” Avra snapped.

      “We must let him go,” Salena whispered. “Don’t you see? Talon is No’varran.” She gestured to the statues surrounding them. “These are his people, his past. This is his destiny.”

      “No,” Talon said, his voice cold and hard as a steel blade. The two women turned to face him. He glared at them for a moment, then fixed his dark gaze on the glowing figure of Ikari. “This is my choice.”

      He slid his axe into his harness, and stepped into the column of light. He felt a tingling shock move across his skin as he brushed past the shimmering white curtain. Inside, he stood before Ikari. Her body was a ghostly blur, and it was difficult to focus on her for any length of time.

      “Come forward,” she said. “Receive the blessing of R’Kur.”

      Talon stepped closer to the ghostly woman. She reached out, and placed her fingers on his temples. Their crimson eyes pulsed as one.

      “Your name…” she said. “Speak your name.”

      “I am Talon. In the arenas of the Outer Reaches, they call me The Slayer.”

      The woman stared at him. Her piercing eyes were like twin blades, digging deep into his skull.

      “No… tell me your true name. Your No’varran name.”

      “That is only name I have. I know of no other.”

      The woman frowned. “Empty… the training, the knowledge… I see nothing. What has happened to you?”

      “This is how I was found,” Talon replied. “I have no memories, no past. I’ve had to make my way on my own. Same as any man.”

      Ikari’s face flickered into a disrupted haze, then snapped back, more clear and bright than before. Her eye glowed brighter, and the fierce crimson light spread to the column around them.

      “An empty vessel may hold poison as easily as wine.” Her arms dropped to her sides, and she stepped away.

      The column of light blazed even brighter. Salena and the others stepped back from the blinding glow. Then, with a crackling hiss, the light shot back up into the floating pyramid. The room darkened, and the walls fell away into shadow.

      “You are tainted,” Ikari’s voice boomed around them. “All of you, tainted.”

      Talon glanced left and right. There was no sign of the ghostly woman. Then her voice echoed once more.

      “You must be purged.”

      A grinding sound filled the air. Rivulets of rock and dust streamed from the darkness beyond the archways that led out of the temple. Zobo’s whiskers twitched. He held up his pistol, and started towards one of the corridors.

      “I’d say that’s our cue to leave,” he growled.

      “Wait!” Talon shouted. He powered up his axe, and the blazing orange light lit up the outer edges of the chamber. A quick, jerky movement caught his eye. Then another…

      “Orion’s blazing bow,” Talon gasped.

      The statues surrounding them had begun to move, pulling themselves free from the walls. The chamber shook, as one lurched forward. Avra drew one of her knives and flicked it open.

      Before she could throw it, Zobo leapt in front of her and fired his pistol. The bolt struck the statue, knocking chips of stone from its torso. It fell to its knees and glanced up at them, its crimson eye glowing with a baleful inner fire. Then it slowly lifted itself to its feet, and raised its stone sword over its head.

      The chamber continued to shake and vibrate, as the other stone monoliths separated themselves from the walls.

      The statues were all moving, advancing towards them with heavy, thundering steps…
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      Talon charged forward, grabbing Avra and yanking her back as the statue’s granite blade descended through the air. The stone sword struck the chamber floor inches from Talon’s feet, and the walls rattled from the impact of the thunderous blow.

      Zobo fired again, blasting chunks of stone from the living monolith’s head. Talon heard the electric whir of servo motors, as the creature focused its glowing eye towards the alien. As it turned its head, Talon spotted a metal skeleton and dura-plas armor beneath the crumbling layer of stone.

      Bellowing an angry war cry, Talon swung his axe, burying the glowing orange blade in the statue’s skull. The blow sent more shards of rock flying though the air. Sparks flew from the mech’s glowing eye, and the statue stumbled forward. A thundering crash echoed though the room, as its weight struck the ground. A spiderweb of cracks rippled through the smooth stone floor.

      “Mechs,” Talon shouted. “These things are mechs, hidden under rock and stone!”

      Salena’s eyes blazed as she flung bolts of energy from her fingers. One of her crackling missiles struck another statue in the chest, and arched across its body. The surge of energy overloaded the circuits inside the mech. It froze in place, and struggled to raise its weapon.

      A pair of Avra’s knives whirled through the air, striking it in the neck. Talon ducked, as the twin weapons exploded, sending a spray of dust and chips through the air. Dipping low, he swung his axe, lopping off the decapitated statue’s foot. It too fell, striking the ground with an echoing boom. More cracks radiated across the floor.

      The chamber shook again. Talon glanced up the nearest corridor…  He saw movement. More shadowy forms stalked towards them with slow, ponderous steps.

      Zobo fired a pulse from his weapon as another statue lumbered closer. His bolts struck the mech’s head, knocking it back a few steps, and revealing its glowering eye. The creature straightened its neck, then swung its sword at the wolf-like alien.

      Zobo rolled to the side, and the blow missed by inches. The sword dug into the crumbling stone floor. More steps thudded behind him. He narrowed his yellow eyes and spun around, snarling as he raised his weapon at the new attacker. Stomping down on the buried blade, he fired a pulse bolt at his second attacker. The barrage of energy bolts knocked the new mech back into a group of two more… the trio of lurching statues collapsed to the floor in a crumbling pile.

      Spinning around, Zobo pointed his pistol down and fired again, blasting his opponent’s trapped sword into fragments of rock and steel. Then he raised the gun, and aimed at the creature’s glowing red eye.

      Another bolt streaked from the smoking pistol’s barrel. The statue’s head exploded in a wild shower of sparks. It fell backwards, and crashed into the floor.

      “If we don’t get out of here soon, they’ll overwhelm us!” Zobo growled, as he spun around to face more attackers.

      Talon heaved his axe up, blocking one of the statue’s powerful swings. Stone broke away from its descending sword, revealing the metal blade beneath. The muscles in Talon’s back and shoulders bulged, and the magnetic field of his axe wailed as it pushed against the enemy’s blade.

      “The Western corridor is still clear!” Talon roared.

      He grit his teeth, and fell to his knees as the mech’s powerful servos drove its sword down with inhuman strength. The fiery blade of his axe sank lower and lower. Its blazing glow reflected in his crimson eye, and he felt the plasma’s raging heat stinging against his cheek.

      Suddenly, a blast of blue energy surged through the mech. Rock and stone flew away, revealing the metal skeleton beneath. Its motors jerked and seized, as its spasming body flew up into the air. The shriek of tearing metal echoed above. Talon looked up… the thrashing mech was impaled on the tip of the pyramid hovering above them. Sparks and torn bits of metal rained down from its gyrating corpse.

      Salena stood before him, smiling. “I pay my debts as well, warrior!”

      Talon glared at her, then shook his head.

      He turned to the others. Avra had leapt onto the back of a statue, and impaled its head with two more of her blades. Zobo sent a barrage into the bucking mech’s chest, then spun around and fired at another mech as it advanced.

      Talon raised his arm and gestured to one of the sloping corridors.

      “Everyone, follow me!”

      He hefted his axe, and raced up the corridor. The walls of the western passage were smooth, and devoid of statues. As Avra and Zobo fell in behind them, Salena stopped and whirled around. She waved her hand through the air, sending spirals of mystic symbols whirling around her fingers. A shimmering curtain of blue energy blocked the passage behind them. The mechs inside the chamber pounded on the glowing barrier. It buzzed and flickered, but it held fast against their assault.

      Talon panted for breath, his muscular legs driving him up the steep passageway. The tiny square of light that was the exit grew larger as they ascended through the structure. As he drew closer he saw green… the lush jungle surrounding the temple came into view.

      “Keep going,” he shouted back. “We’re almost there!”

      He looked back to the exit… then skidded to a stop and froze. Something in the air ahead seemed to shimmer and ripple. A pinpoint of crimson light hovered in the center of the distant doorway. It rapidly grew, swelling into a crackling sphere of energy, large enough to block the corridor’s exit. Bolts of energy discharged from the glowing sphere, striking the walls surrounding it. With a quiet hum, the sphere floated towards them as it ballooned larger and larger.

      “What the hell is that?” Avra shouted.

      Talon spun around. “Back to the chamber! Hurry!” He shoved past them in the passageway, and swung his axe. The sphere hummed behind them, driving them towards the energy barrier Salena had erected.”

      “Salena, drop the shield!” Talon shouted as he surged forwards.

      With a wave of her hands, and a half spoken phrase he could not make out, the shield wall dissipated. The living statues on the other side lurched off balance, as they rushed towards Talon and the others.

      Crouching low, Talon swung his axe left and right, severing the legs from under the clumsy monoliths. The others followed close behind him, finishing the twitching stone figures with blasts from their pulse weapons.

      Glancing at the opposite corridor, Talon saw another group of the statues marching down towards them. A glowing red sphere, identical to the one they had just fled, advanced behind them. It overtook the slow, ponderous mechs. Its crackling bolts of energy struck the statues, reducing them to ash and dust that scattered into the air.

      “There’s another one of those damned spheres in the eastern corridor!” he shouted, glancing over his shoulder at Zobo.

      “Same to the north,” the wolfish alien called back. He sent a barrage of weapon fire down the corridor, reducing another statue to molten slag. But his shots had no effect on the glowing sphere. It moved closer and closer, and soon a hellish crimson glow filled the chamber.

      Avra hurled the last of her blades, and drew a pistol from her belt. “There’s one in every corridor… they're blocking all the exits!”

      The four huddled back-to-back in the chamber's center, as the glowing spheres decimated the last of the statues. They filled the archways around the chamber, trapping them inside. The alien humming grew louder, and the air seemed to vibrate around them. Strands of their hair began to lift and sway in the charged atmosphere.

      Salena chanted more of her strange, whispered words of power. Bolts of dark energy flew from her hands, and shot towards one of the archways. They struck the sphere, and the surface of the glowing ball seemed to ripple and part. It absorbed the energy within its crimson walls, and continued advancing towards them.

      She glanced up at Talon, her eyes wide with concern. “No effect. What do we do?”

      The spheres hovered closer, bulging through the narrow archways. Their creeping energy bolts struck the floor a few feet away from where the group stood, sending a hail of stone shrapnel flying towards them. Salena cried out as a jagged fragment slashed her shoulder. Talon pulled her behind him, cursing as stone chips cut across his cheek.

      “We’re trapped,” Avra shouted. Talon’s eyes met hers, and he saw she was not panicking, but stating a simple fact. She shrugged. “There’s nowhere left to run.”

      The four spheres hummed closer, filling the chamber. Talon glanced down at the floor. In the shadowy red glare of the spheres, he could just make out the web of cracks, running beneath their feet.

      “There’s still one way,” he grunted. “Everyone, brace yourselves!”

      He raised his axe overhead. With a savage cry, he swung the blazing weapon down with all his strength, burying the plasma blade deep into the floor.

      A rumbling percussion of cracking rocks drowned out the hum of the spheres. The ground shook beneath their feet. With a sudden crash, the floor gave way, crumbling apart into tumbling fragments of stone. Talon and the others plunged down into the hidden abyss below.

      The fall was brief. He gasped in pain as he struck a pile of broken stone and rocks. Rolling to the ground, his chest heaved for breath. Choking in the haze and dust that filled the air, he looked up, and saw the four glowing spheres hovering above. They were only inches apart now, moving closer and closer together.

      A spark drifted between the glowing walls of energy… the spheres met, and touched.

      A blinding flash of light filled the air. Talon shielded his eyes, as an explosion rippled above them, sending a wave of intense heat blasting towards them. He spun around, shielding Salena with his body. The energy pulse scorched his skin and singed his hair.

      Then the heat and fury faded. The roar echoed into oblivion, and the only sound remaining was the quiet trickle of dust and rocks from above.

      He heard a groan of pain. Looking over, he saw Avra, lifting herself from the debris. Zobo sat in a pile of rocks next to her, clutching his right leg. The limb was twisted at a strange angle, and blood stained the fabric of his trousers.

      Salena stirred beneath him. Her blue eyes opened wide, and stared up at him. “Oh my. Are we…”

      “We’re not dead. Not yet,” Talon said with a sheepish grin. He stood up, brushing dust and rocks off his skin. He knelt beside Zobo and Avra. The fiery haired woman helped him shift his leg straight, and he howled in pain.

      “You alright, old man?”

      Zobo panted for breath, and snarled. “Could be worse. And who are you calling ‘old man’, Fledge?”

      Avra glanced around the new chamber. “His leg’s broken. We need to make a splint. Do you see—”

      A sound echoed from above, cutting off her words.

      It grew louder, closer… Footsteps, marching towards them.

      Many footsteps.

      “Now what?” she muttered.

      Looking up, Talon saw shadows moving across the curved walls of the chamber above. Judging by the number, it looked like a small army was advancing down the corridors.

      A figure approached the lip of the crumbled floor, and peered down at them. The man was tall, and cloaked in black and red robes. In the dim light, Talon could make out the shimmering highlights of a snarling golden mask covering its face.

      A naval officer in a crimson uniform stood at attention by his side. A platoon of Dominion centurions marched into the chamber. The armored soldiers aimed their pulse rifles down into the pit.

      Salena staggered to her feet, grabbing Talon’s arm for support. She glanced up. “Sartarus,” she hissed. “He’s found us.”

      The man in the golden mask threw back his head, and laughed.
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      Talon moved without thought, acting on instincts honed by countless victories in the arena. His enemy stood before him… Sartarus. And so he attacked.

      With a single fluid motion, he raised his arm, and hurled his blazing axe at the man in the golden mask. Even as he heaved the weapon through the air, from the corner of his eye he saw Avra drawing her pistol. She raised the weapon in a double-handed grip, and unleashed a barrage of energy bolts toward the men gathered on the edge of the pit.

      Sartarus stepped to his left, and raised his arm. He effortlessly caught the spinning plasma axe by the hilt, as the fiery blade passed within inches of his officer’s terrified face. The bolts from Avra’s pistol seemed to impact against thin air, sending crackling blue ripples through an invisible wall of energy. Sartarus ignored the glowing flashes, and examined Talon’s weapon with a cursory glance.

      “I suppose I should be impressed,” he muttered, his voice distorted by the speakers in his mask. “After all, I purchased your contract from that lecherous fool, Omdura. You are my property now.”

      “You think you own me?” Talon snarled. “Come down here and try to claim your property. We’ll see who owns who.”

      Sartarus powered down the axe, and tossed the hilt through the air. Talon caught the useless weapon, and slid it into his harness.

      The robed man laughed once again. “You think you can kill me? With an axe? We’re not in an arena, gladiator.” He cocked his head to face Salena. The beautiful alien woman stood silent, and ramrod straight, as if in a trance. Sartarus stared at her for a moment, then sighed. “Ah, Salena. Lovely as always. I must admit, it is good to see you again after all these years.”

      “I wish I could say the same, Lyko,” Salena replied, her voice quavering. “I wish things were different between us. I wish many things could be different.”

      “As do I. I take it this warrior is my replacement? I can see why you like him. He’s strong, handsome…” The robed man shook his head. “You always found amusement in your dalliances. But your devotion to the pleasures of the flesh has held you back from achieving your true power.”

      Salena tilted her chin up. “I chose a life of pleasure and joy, over your path of death and despair. I have no regrets.”

      Talon gave Salena a wary glance. “Do you two know each other?”

      Sartarus chuckled before she could answer. “Of course we know each other. Do you mean she hasn’t told you?”

      Salena turned to face the others. “I… I’m sorry, I…” Her voice trailed off.

      Avra glanced up at the men surrounding them. With a reluctant shrug, she holstered her pistol. “Sal… What the hell's going on here?”

      Salena sighed. “Talon, before, when we… when I showed you my world, what happened… I didn’t tell you everything. I wasn’t alone when I fled the devastation. I was married. I had a family.”

      She glanced up at the hideous golden mask that stared down at them.

      “Tell them, Salena.” Sartarus’s booming voice echoed through the pit. “Tell them who I am.”

      She stared at Talon and Avra, then bowed her head. “Lyko Sartarus is… was… my husband.”

      A low groan arose from the rubble. Avra shook her head as she paced back to Zobo’s side. “You should have told us, Sal. Is that what this was all about? Some centuries-old family squabble?”

      “No, you must believe me, everything I’ve told you is true! If Sartarus and Kyr use their weapon again, it could kill millions… billions!”

      “Lies!” The booming voice rose to a high-pitched shriek. “Kyr is a pompous fool, he knows nothing of the power within his grasp. Like you, his lust blinds him to the truth. Daizon does not bring death… Daizon is eternal life itself. You showed me that, Salena. You showed me a glimpse of a perfect world… a world of peace, and love. A world of life! And then you turned away. You held his greatest gift in the palm of your hands… and you sacrificed it. And for what?”

      Sartarus held up his arm, and yanked back the sleeve of his robe. Salena gasped as he exposed the withered, cadaverous flesh of his arm. “This universe… this reality. This place of rot and decay. Humans, aliens… all of you, waging endless wars, killing, dying. Over and over, a never-ending cycle of pointless destruction. Only in Daizon can there ever be peace.”

      “Daizon’s peace is an illusion, Lyko. I tried to tell you. But your pain has blinded you to the truth.”

      “It is you who are blind, dear wife,” he snapped. “I’ve chased you and your pitiful friends across the galaxy. And where has this folly led you? I monitored the transmissions from the temple before my shuttle landed. This ‘Talon’, or whatever his name is… he is nothing. He is not the Claw of R’Kur. There is no shard waiting here for him. The other First Ones are gone. There is nothing left of them but crumbling ruins and half-whispered myths. All you have discovered here is your tomb. And when I finally unleash Daizon from his prison, you will join in his benevolence. Every living thing in this galaxy will become a part of Daizon. And then you will see… You will see I was right!”

      “So why have you come?” Salena stood taller, and her voice took on a haughty tone. “You tried to unleash Daizon once, at Hadros. Why leave the job half finished?”

      Sartarus leaned on his staff, and peered down at them. Talon glimpsed sapphire blue eyes, glaring at them from within the hollows of the golden mask.

      “Yes, Hadros. That was a disappointment. Half a planet destroyed, and Kyr’s renegade prince managed to escape with his life. I lacked a critical piece of the ritual. The shaping of the dark energy was flawed, the formula incomplete. That greedy fool Aroyas hid his treasures from me.”

      Avra glanced up from attending Zobo’s bleeding wounds.

      “The artifacts Aroyas stole were destroyed,” she shouted. “I took care of that myself.”

      Salena smiled. “She speaks the truth. The ritual is lost for good.”

      Sartarus shook his head, and clicked his tongue. “Oh, my dear Salena. Even now, you are still blind to the truth. Look around you…” Sartarus held up his arms. “This universe itself is a graveyard of death, despair, loss… This place is the lie. But in Daizon, all is eternal. And nothing is lost forever. If the artifacts are destroyed, so be it. There is still one thing that can unlock the great one’s prison.”

      “What are you talking about? There is nothing that…”

      Her voice trailed off. The flesh around Sartarus’ brilliant blue eyes wrinkled, as though he were smiling beneath his mask.

      “Your memories,” he hissed. “You saw those precious artifacts, my dear… did you not? All I need is trapped in your pretty little head.”

      Before Salena could answer, Sartarus threw out his hands. Crackling bolts of energy exploded from his fingertips, and flew into her, then through her. The beams penetrated her flesh like burning spears. She began to shake and spasm, and her eyes glowed brighter than Talon had ever seen… they were like twin suns, blinding for him to look at.

      “Salena!” Talon rushed towards her, but a stray bolt leapt from Sartarus’ hands and struck him in the chest. The blast knocked him off his feet, and hurled him sideways. He grunted as he slammed into the curved wall of the chamber. Blood stained the smooth stone surface behind him as he fell to the ground, smoke wafting from a burn across his chest.

      As Talon staggered to his feet, he saw the tendrils of energy wrap tight around Salena’s body, caressing her in a glowing embrace. Her head fell back and her eyes closed, as she rose out of the pit and floated towards Sartarus.

      Panting for breath, his vision still blurry from the impact, Talon charged across the floor toward Zobo’s lifeless body. He yanked the heavy pistol from the alien’s holster, and raised the weapon toward the robed man.

      Sartarus did not even glance in his direction as he opened fire. His shots were no more effective than Avra’s. They struck some kind of invisible barrier, no doubt more of the man’s dark energy sorcery. Their energy rippled and diffused across the forcefield. Sartarus continued gesturing with his long, gnarled fingers. His crackling tendrils of energy carried Salena up and over the edge of the pit.

      “Sartarus!” Talon shouted. “You coward, I swear I will—”

      “You will do nothing!” The mask’s speakers amplified Sartarus’ words to a bellowing howl. “Because you are nothing! Salena was wrong about you, just as she was wrong about everything else. You are not the Claw of R’Kur. You are nothing more than a slave. A man paid to fight and die, as the universe slowly dies around him. But do not fear… In Daizon, even you shall be saved.”

      The soldier’s weapons hummed to life, as they charged and prepared to fire.

      Salena lowered to the ground. She stood swaying before Sartarus, her eyes still blazing. The energy bolts faded away, save for a glowing band that bound her wrists together. She raised her hands, and touched the side of his golden mask.

      Sartarus turned to her, his blue eyes squinting at her beneath his mask. “I have learned much since the last time I saw you, my dear. These bands block the flow of dark energy through your nerves… don’t bother trying to twist my mind as you did with that ignorant fool down there.”

      “Lyko… Please.” Her voice was a pained whisper. “If you love me at all, if you ever loved me, please spare them.”

      “This new plaything means that much to you?” he snarled.

      “It’s not that,” she said. Her fingers caressed the monstrous contours of the demonic mask. “All of this is my fault. I brought them into this. I can’t bear the thought of more blood on my hands. Please, leave them be… Spare them, my husband. Spare them, and I will go with you willingly.”

      “Salena, don’t!” Talon shouted. “You can’t go with him, he—”

      “What would you have her do,” Avra hissed. “She’s making the only play she can!”

      Above them, standing at the edge of the pit, Sartarus sighed, and shook his head. “Ah, My beautiful Salena… To hear you call me that once more, after all this time.” His gray, gnarled fingers reached out, and stroked her cobalt hair. “I never could refuse you. But you still don’t understand. Their lives are not mine for the taking.”

      He gestured to the officer. “Take her to my ship.”

      “Lyko, please!” she screamed. Her cries echoed through the corridor, as a pair of guards dragged her from the chamber.

      Sartarus gazed down at Talon once more. He raised one hand, and waved the other soldiers away. As they marched out of the room, the robed man glanced up at the strange pyramid, hovering above the temple.

      “She wishes me to spare you. And so I shall. I will seal you in this false temple. Alone. Trapped in the dark, without food or water… Let us see then if you welcome the salvation I offer.”

      Raising his hands, Sartarus’ eyes glowed behind his mask. The light became blinding, and Talon had to turn away from the reflected glare. Blazing symbols surrounded the robed man’s hands, and more bolts exploded from his outstretched fingers.

      The crackling energy struck the pyramid above them. A massive explosion rippled through the air. Shards of stone rained down, pelting them like hail. A deafening groan sounded through the chamber, and the light above grew dim.

      “Avra, look out!” Talon yelled. He dove on top of her, and rolled their bodies to the edge of the chamber. Above them, a torrent of rocks and stones pummeled the ground. Talon winced, as one of the rock fragments slammed into the side of his head. He tasted the copper tang of blood in his mouth, and his vision narrowed to a pinpoint of light, surrounded by dark shadows.

      Above them, Sartarus lowered his arms. He spun around, and exited the shaking chamber as more debris rained down behind him.

      With a thundering crash, the remains of the pyramid fell from the sky. The gigantic slab sealed the top of the chamber, and buried them in an avalanche of dust and rocks.
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        PLANET VENDARU

        Frontier Space

        One week later…

      

      

      A dark figured jogged down the pristine white corridors of the hidden complex. Alarms wailed through the air. Up ahead, the sound of marching boots grew louder. The figure slowed his pace, clutching his traveling cloak closer to his body. He turned to face the wall, as a squad of armored soldiers rushed past.

      An explosion rocked the complex. The figure reached out for the wall, steadying himself as the corridor shook and vibrated.

      He glanced up at the ceiling… the metal panels running along the roof buckled and flexed. The bombardment began days ago, and had continued at a steady pace. The man hidden beneath the dark hood knew the complex could not sustain this level of damage for long…

      Regaining his balance, he continued down the hall, letting his cloak billow behind him as he turned the corner, and moved past a long, curved window. Another explosion shook the walls. A cracking pop sounded from the window’s glass. The relentless pressure of the green gas outside bore down, expanding the tiny fissure into a spiderweb of cracks, racing across the window’s surface.

      A repair team swarmed into the corridor and set a brace against the damaged window. The figure lowered his head and darted around the corner, shouldering past the frantic technicians. The hum of an emergency forcefield sounded behind him, sealing off the corridor to protect the complex from a breach.

      Up ahead, the glowing beams of a security field shimmered along the walls of the corridor. Slipping a security badge from a pouch on his belt, the cloaked man held it up as he passed. The field glowed, and parted to allow him access to the new corridor.

      He stopped in front of a security door and paused. Glancing left and right, he peered down the long white corridor with furtive, shadowed eyes. In the distance, he heard more screams and shouts… the alarm still wailed, and repair teams rushed along the outer corridors, struggling to control the damage as the Dominion’s proton charges pummeled the surface of the planet.

      But here, in this narrow passageway, he was alone.

      He threw back the hood of his cloak, revealing a mass of sweat soaked hair and a pair of tired, nervous eyes. He stared straight ahead, shifting his weight back and forth, opening and closing his fists, as the security beam traveled up and down his body.

      “SUBJECT CONFIRMED: SAMUL DORAN. TECHNICAL OFFICER. ACCESS GRANTED.”

      The security door slid open, and Samul hurried into the communications room.

      It was dark inside, lit only by the blinking lights on the control panels that lined the room. The complex was running on emergency power, diverting as much energy as possible to the shield and defense systems. The sickly green glow out the window cast strange, shifting shadows throughout the chamber.

      Samul leaned over a console and tapped the controls. An array of holo screens blinked to life, floating in the air before him. Using a grid of colorful glowing panels, he entered a code of numbers and symbols. A symbol filled the floating screens, as the equipment received and decoded an incoming transmission.

      A black lion over a red triangle… the symbol of the Tygon Dominion.

      The symbol faded away, and the craggy, scowling face of General Kyr filled the displays.

      “Samul,” he snarled, as he glared at Samuel through the display. “I ordered you to maintain communication silence after you destroyed the launch tubes!”

      “You said you had a plan for my escape,” Samul said, his voice rising to a loud whisper. “You swore you would reunite me with my family!”

      “Watch your tone, spy. I swore you would see your family freed. I said nothing about a reunion.”

      The general’s one good eye glanced to the left, and he flipped a switch on his command display. “Look here… I’ve kept my word.”

      One screen showed an image of a woman and two little boys. They were part of a group of prisoners, herded by centurions through a devastated city. The soldiers prodding them along wore heavy environmental armor. Filthy, tattered rags hung off the emaciated bodies of the civilians. Piles of rubble lined the sidewalks on either side of the abandoned street.

      “Laurel… the boys! Where are you taking them?” Samuel gasped.

      “They’ll be led outside the dome,” Kyr replied. “These insurgents and rebels infested that slum. The rest of the civilian population has been shuttled to labor camps in the Hades system. My fleet will raze the remains of the city to the ground. Orbital bombardment."

      “But the radiation outside the dome,” Samul stammered. “The levels are too high, they—”

      “They’ll be given radiation pills and water treatment kits. Enough for thirty days. After that they’re on their own, traitor. Be thankful I don’t have them shot. If you ask me, that would be a far kinder fate. But so be it. They are free, as you asked.”

      “And what about me? What about my freedom?”

      Another explosion rocked the chamber. Samul grabbed the console to steady himself.

      “Your freedom?” The general leaned forward and grinned. “Let me tell you something, Samul. You were a valuable asset to me. Your intel, your technical knowledge… you committed an act of sabotage that has doomed my enemy, and placed victory within my grasp. And yet… I despise you. You betrayed your prince, sold your honor. And for what? The lives of a few worthless peasants.”

      “They are my family,” Samul whispered.

      The general waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “Bah. They are nothing. You are nothing. You’re a sniveling coward, a traitor. And so I will offer you the same freedom I offer all traitors.”

      He leaned forward, his glowering face filling the screen. “Death, Samul. My fleet will bombard Vendaru until the shields of your complex fail. And when the pressure of an entire planet crushes you into oblivion, then you will have your freedom.”

      “General, wait.” Samul’s voice rose to a frantic cry. “I can still be useful. I still have information for you. The fleet, I know the position of—”

      Before Samul could finish, an energy bolt screamed through the air, and struck the console next to him. The instrument panel exploded in a shower of sparks, throwing him to the ground. Coughing and sputtering, the surprised technical officer stumbled to his feet and whirled around.

      He peered into the dark shadows at the edge of the room, but he saw nothing… the room was empty. Only the swirling green glow of the gas outside moved across the walls.

      His hand dropped to the folds of his cloak. Suddenly, a shimmering curtain of energy rippled through the air, several meters in front of him. The glowing wave descended to the floor, revealing a small group of people standing against the wall.

      Captain Davis stood ramrod straight next to Prince Lucian. He held a pulse pistol in his right hand, aimed directly at Samul. A squad of armored marines flanked them, their weapons charged and ready.

      “That’s enough, Officer Doran,” Javis called out, his voice dripping with disgust. “Did you really think we wouldn’t search the comm logs? Your ID code received a coded transmission, only hours before the explosion destroyed the hanger deck.”

      “Impossible.” Samul shook his head. “I wiped the logs, erased all traces—”

      “I ordered counter intelligence officers to back up the logs every hour, Doran. I warned the prince you were not to be trusted. But…” Lucian took a step forward. “But I needed to see with my own eyes. I refused to believe one of my people would betray me. Apparently, I was wrong.”

      Samul threw himself to his knees. “Forgive me, Your Highness. Kyr ordered his fleet to attack the Gorman system, a reprisal for the ships they sent to your coalition. He has my family, he—”

      “If you had come to me, Samul, I would have helped you. I would’ve done all I could for your family.”

      “Mercy,” Samuel howled. “I beg of you, mercy!”

      Davis holstered his pistol. “Guards, take this filth to the detention block. He can wait there, and share our fate. If the fleet doesn’t arrive before those shields fail…”

      His words hung in the air, as a pair of armored men marched towards the sobbing man, huddled on the floor.

      “There’s still a chance,” Samul whispered to himself. “I can still give the general what he wants…” Samul glared at the prince. “My family may still live!”

      He staggered to his feet, as a tiny weapon slid into his palm.

      Javis glanced at him from the corner of his eye. His trained gaze spotted the tiny silver barrel as it aimed towards the prince.

      “Gun!” he shouted, throwing himself in front of Lucian.

      Samul fired. The bolt struck Javis in the arm. The older man slumped against Lucian, as the guards opened fire.

      Samul spasmed, and jerked backwards like a marionette as the barrage of energy bolts struck his body. He spun around, and fell to the ground, smoke rising from his scorched flesh. He glanced up. The gigantic curved window loomed above his head, and the clouds outside cast a green glow across his pained features. He stared into the spinning abyss of their glowing depths.

      “Freedom…” he croaked.

      He raised the gun toward the window.

      Before the soldiers could react, a lone energy bolt sizzled through the air, and struck the back of Samul’s head. The man’s eyes flashed with energy, as the beam exploded inside his skull. Then he slumped to the ground, and the tiny gun fell from his grasp.

      Javis glanced down… he saw his holster was empty.

      Lucian held the smoking weapon in his hand, still aiming it at Samul’s smoking corpse. His eyes were wide and intense. His hand shook only a little.

      Javis gently closed his fingers over the barrel. “Good shot, Your Highness.”

      Lucian blinked and released the weapon.

      “Javis, I… I never—”

      “I know,” Javis said in a quiet voice. “Forgive me, Your Highness. You should not have had to.”

      Another explosion rumbled through the air, rattling the glass window, and sending sparks flying from an exploding glow-sphere.

      Wincing in pain, Javis stood straight and clutched his stomach, covering the burn marks in his uniform. “Everyone, clear out. Those shields won't hold much longer…”

      As they marched out into the hallway, a series of three more explosions thundered above them. More sparks flew from the ceiling, and the lights flickered. A second alarm blared, louder than the first.

      “One of the shield banks has failed,” Javis muttered. “We’re at half strength now.”

      A soldier marching next to them touched the side of his helmet. The twin gold wings on the chestplate of his armor marked him as a lieutenant. He glanced over at Javis, as the other men shielded the prince in the corridor.

      “Sir, I’m receiving a transmission from Operations Command. New star-paths opening in this sector. Contacts inbound.”

      “Wonderful,” Javis hissed, “more of Kyr’s dogs, come to finish the job.”

      “Negative, sir.” The lieutenant grinned. “It’s the Coalition fleet! Prince Lucian’s transmission reached them in time. They’re here, and they’re ready to fight!”
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      Darkness.

      There was only darkness, as cold and unyielding as the blackest waters of a deep, lonely sea.

      “Talon… Talon, can you hear me?” The voice was a soft echo, and he knew he was hearing her words in some distant recess of his unconscious mind.

      Talon opened his eyes. Even that tiny effort sent waves of pain rippling through his body. Red-hot needles of pain stung the muscles of his face, and blood matted his hair.

      But he was alive.

      He blinked, and the haze of colors and dots before his eyes focused. A cold breeze sliced across his skin. Blasted gray rocks stretched as far as the eye could see. He was back on Salena’s devastated home world… the wasteland she had shown him in his dreams.

      She was standing a few yards away from him. Her back was to him, and she was looking out over the endless, desolate terrain.

      “Another vision?” he asked.

      The wind whipped through her long, blue hair, and she brushed it back from her face as she turned to look at him. She nodded. “Yes. There are things I didn’t show you before. Things too painful for me to face.”

      “Like the fact that Sartarus was your husband?” he snarled. “Zobo insisted Prince Lucian has a spy in his ranks.”

      She stared at him with a blank expression on her face. She blinked. “Do you believe I am the traitor?”

      Talon glared at her a moment, then sighed. “No. I know you are not. But you should have told us.”

      She stepped closer to him. Reaching out, she touched the side of his face. “You’re right. Please, join me now. There’s not much time… soon, I will be too far away and our bond may be severed. Let me show you the truth while I still can.”

      He nodded. His eye pulsed with a crimson glow. The air rippled around them. Once again, the visions took hold, and he felt himself plunging down the glowing blue tunnels of her eyes.

      With a sudden blur, they emerged in another vision, stepping out into a cloudy, smoky landscape. Talon saw more ruins in the distance. Plumes of smoke drifted up from crumbling towers and piles of rubble, tinting the sun’s rays overheard, and painting the sky in streaks of crimson and orange.

      “Where are we now?” Talon asked, shielding his eyes from the glare overhead.

      Salena knelt down and lifted a handful of rocky soil. She stared at the trails of ash and sand as they flowed between her fingers.

      “Lyko was right about one thing. Since the fall of the Star Cross Throne, this galaxy has been beset with one war after another. Even General Kyr’s current border conflicts are insignificant compared to the destruction unleashed in the first Great War. My home world was not the only planet that suffered devastation.”

      Talon squinted at a crumbling building in the distance. Its shattered dome reflected the light from the burning skies above. A torn, charred banner drifted in the breeze. He narrowed his eyes, as the symbol on the flag fluttered into view.

      “The Tygon Family crest. This is Tal Adar, the capital world of the Dominion.”

      “Yes.” She stood up and put her hand on his shoulder. “This is Lyko’s homeward. He was a Dominion general then. Lyko arranged for myself and thousand of refugees to escape here, after our world was destroyed. He was good man, once.”

      “Is that why you brought me here?” Talon grunted. “To show me Sartarus’ past?”

      “No,” she said. “Not Sartarus. This is my past. Look.”

      She tugged at his shoulder. He turned around.

      Behind them, a low plain stretched off toward the falling horizon of night. Shadowy hills rose in the distance. Tiny dots of light cast a soft glow over the ground. The sea of light flowed into the hills like a second sky full of stars, mirroring those that would soon shine above.

      “What is this?” Talon asked.

      She took his hand. “Walk with me.”

      They stepped out into the field of lights. As they moved closer, he realized the glowing dots were tiny crystals, mounted to metal pikes stuck in the ground. Other men and women walked alongside them, like shadows in the dim light of the falling suns. Talon heard distant cries in the darkness. Sobs echoed through the still air of dusk. Every so often, the other figures would stop, and pause before one of the crystal-topped spires. They waved their hands over the glowing light. A hologram flickered to life, glowing in the partial darkness. Images of men, women… children. The figures knelt, and placed tiny bundles on the ground beneath the glowing images. Food, flowers, shiny trinkets…

      “Death offerings,” Talon said, his voice low and quiet. “This is a graveyard.”

      “In the last days of the war the enemy struck here, in the capital. A last-ditch attack. It failed. But it snuffed out millions of lives.”

      Something about her voice seemed strange, indistinct… like a distant echo in a vast room. Talon glanced over at her… her body seemed to shimmer and glow. She was translucent, like a holo-projection, and he could see the brightest pinpoints of light through her ghostly form.

      “Salena…”

      She smiled at the note of concern in his voice. “Do not fear, my warrior. This is only a vision, a memory. Nothing can harm either of us here. It is merely the distance growing between us. As I said, our time is short. But we don't have much farther to go.”

      They walked another few meters, and stopped before a pair of the glowing spires, placed only a couple feet apart. Two flower wreaths, their blossoms dried and withered, lay before them on the dusty ground. She stopped. She reached out as if to touch the crystals, as the other figures were doing. But she paused halfway. Her slim, lavender fingers hung suspended in midair, as if frozen.

      “This… This is where it all began for me. Or perhaps where it all ended.”

      “You lost someone,” Talon said. It was not a question.

      Salena choked back a sob, and gave him a quick, tiny nod. “We lost everything.”

      She took a deep breath. Then she reached forward the rest of the way, moving her fingers over the crystals, so close she almost touched their glowing surfaces. Two figures flickered to life, hovering in the air before them.

      Talon saw a boy and a girl. Their skin was a shade lighter than Salena’s, and their eyes did not glow as hers did. They were laughing, smiling. The girl raised her hand, as if waving. The boy threw his arms around the girl in an awkward embrace. He kissed her cheek. Then the action repeated… the glowing figures were a loop, playing out the same tender motions over and over, for infinity.

      Talon shook his head. “Your children. And the father… Sartarus?”

      She nodded. “He thought we would be safe here. That the capital’s defenses would protect us. When the bombs fell… it took fourteen days. Fourteen days to find the bodies. All that time, not knowing if they were trapped, hurt… or something worse.”

      Talon kicked at the dirt, and stared at the dried, shriveled wreaths. He didn't know what to say, or how to comfort her. A lifetime of battle and bloodshed in the arena had not prepared him for this.

      “I… I’m sorry, Salena,” he stammered. “They were lucky to have you.”

      “Perhaps,” she said, her voice a hoarse whisper. “Over the years, I’ve grown to accept it. To cherish their memory. But I remember the pain, the anger. I was lost. Grief consumed me, and I refused to let go.”

      She waved her fingers back over the crystals. The holograms flickered and vanished. The shimmering blue light surrounded them once again.

      “Come. There is more I must show you.”
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        * * *

      

      Talon blinked. The scenery had changed. Hovering glow spheres flickered overhead, replacing the burning sunset and darkened fields. He and Salena stood hidden behind a row of tall ivory columns. The pillars ran along the walls of the circular room, and cast long shadows across the floor of the domed temple.

      He glanced to his left. A series of life-like statues lined the walls behind the columns. He tensed, remembering the living monoliths that had attacked them in the jungle temple. But these figures remained frozen and lifeless, as the drifting lights above shifted over their carved faces.

      Whispered chanting filled the air… a womanly voice called from beyond the barrier of shadows. Her words seemed to echo and repeat, slithering through the void like the razor-tipped tongue of a serpent.

      The language was ancient, and the sound of it was unnerving. It grated on Talon’s ears, filling his chest with a cold, clammy welling of dread. He reached for the hilt of his axe, but it was not there… glancing down at his harness, he realized he had no weapons of any kind.

      “That voice,” he whispered. “Who is it?”

      Salena glanced out from behind the columns, her eyes glowing faintly in the darkness. She blinked and bit her lip. A sad smile crossed her lips.

      “See for yourself,” she said.

      She stepped out from behind the column. Her sandals clicked across the stone tiles of the floor. Talon grit his teeth and followed her. They stepped into the shadows, moving closer to the chanting voice. Ahead of them, the hazy light from the glow spheres revealed a slim, petite figure, kneeling before a pool of water. Talon saw dark blue highlights in the woman’s long, inky hair. As she continued chanting, she raised her arms, and glowing mystic symbols swirled around her fingers, reflecting in the rippling water of the pool.

      Talon sucked in a breath.

      “That woman… it’s you!”

      “I told you my people naturally wield dark energy,” she said, her eyes locked on the kneeling figure before them. “But it wasn’t enough. I pushed myself further. I inhaled the dust of the fire orchid, I sipped the blood of the ancient seers… I tried everything. I did anything I could to increase my power.”

      The symbols swirling around the kneeling figure shifted and warped. They burned with even greater intensity, as the color shifted from a pale blue to crimson. The kneeling woman looked up… her eyes were wide, and shimmering with the same blood-red fire. Her lips parted in a triumphant smile.

      Above the water, a vortex of energy swirled through the air. As it spun faster and faster it formed a cone of ruby-red beams. Talon squinted… he saw shapes, movement, within the crimson void.

      “Those beams… like on the train,” he hissed.

      Salena nodded. “I sought to pierce the veil of death itself. But instead, I found something else.”

      Two tiny figures emerged from the glowing prism of energy. The stepped forward with outstretched arms, their footsteps causing tiny splashes in the dark waters of the pool. Their youthful faces beamed, and their eyes glowed with intense blue light.

      “Alain… Savisa. By the gods, seeing them again, even now…” Salena clutched Talon’s shoulder, and he felt her nails dig into his flesh. Her body slumped against him, and for a moment he thought she might faint to the floor. He wrapped an arm around her waist, supporting her weight. She steadied herself, and took a tentative step forward. Talon squinted, as he saw something else emerging from the shimmering of light. Glistening tendrils of slithering, pink flesh flopped into the water, and snaked towards the prostate woman.

      He watched as she stood up, and reached out her arms to the glowing children. The tendrils snaked around their feet, cutting a trail through the rippling black water. They drew nearer to the woman, but she appeared oblivious, staring only at the frolicking children splashing towards her.

      “She doesn’t see…” Talon hissed. “Those tentacles, moving towards her… towards you!”

      “Daizon,” Salena said in a cold, quiet voice. “My dark energy breached the walls of its prison. I was exposed to its deception. It was more than a simple illusion, or trick… Daizon feeds on your heart’s desires. Reality itself is warped within its presence. All I could see were my children, inches from my grasp. They felt so real. Even now, I remember the sound of their laughter that night, the touch of their hair against my skin.”

      Salena choked back another sob, as the woman before them grabbed the ghostly children, and embraced them. From the corner of his eye, Talon saw a single tear flow down her cheek.

      Before them, the tentacles surfaced from the water and curled through the air, hovering centimeters from the woman’s lavender flesh. They circled around her, darting just above her skin, not quite touching. One dipped lower, and the razor-tipped barb at the end caressed her hair with the gentle touch of a lover.

      The woman’s eyes shot open. She turned to face the tentacle swaying beside her. Talon saw her features contort into a mask of horror. She screamed out, holding the children tighter to her breast. The tentacle reared back like a cobra, and a bubbling hiss arose from the pool.

      The woman screamed out a single phrase in her ancient chanting tongue. The crimson portal shrank to a pinpoint of light, and shot beneath the surface of the pool. The closing walls of energy severed the tentacle, and it struck the floor with a wet slap. The woman’s eyes returned to normal. The room was once again dim. She looked at her open arms… they were empty.

      The children had vanished.

      She collapsed on the floor, sobbing. A guttural wail of pain rose from her shaking body.

      “You saw through the creature’s deception,” Talon said.

      “It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. Even then, knowing the creature had manipulated my mind, my very soul… I still longed to speak the words again. To re-open the portal. To see them one last time.”

      “But you were strong, you resisted.”

      She glanced to their right. “Barely. But it matters not. The damage was already done…”

      Talon followed her gaze. Another figure had entered the chamber. A man, wearing a black cloak over the crimson armor of the Tygon Dominion. He hid behind a column as they did, watching the horrific display. In the dim light of a hovering sphere, Talon could only see half the man’s face… the rest was cloaked in shadow.

      Whoever he was, he was young and handsome. Long, brown hair framed a chiseled jaw and tan skin. His mouth gaped as he watched the monstrous severed tentacle writhe and thrash on the floor. He grabbed his pulse pistol, as his eyes opened wide with horror.

      His eyes…

      Talon watched as the man leant further around the column. The shadow fell away, and he could see the man’s eyes clearly. They were a brilliant sapphire blue. Their twitching stare drank in the image of the sobbing woman with maniacal fascination.

      “Sartarus!” Talon bellowed. He lunged toward the armored man, his fingers outstretched in a strangling grip.

      Before he could reach the man in the crimson armor, the swirling blue light engulfed him once again. He roared in fury, as he felt himself tumbling down into the infinite glowing spiral.
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        * * *

      

      His stomach lurched as he dropped into another reality.

      Images coalesced before him, as the glowing light receded from his vision. He was peering though a curved panel of glass. In the distance, he saw the jagged rock walls of a dark cave.

      “Salena!” He spun his head, turned his gaze left and right… he was alone, trapped in a slim metal tube. His blood boiled, and perspiration dotted his face. The rage he had felt in Bakala returned. The cavern was shaking, vibrating. Rocks fell from the dark shadows overhead, and pelted the tiny window.

      “You are not alone, Talon.” He heard the echoing whisper of her voice inside his head, as if she were part of a dream. “I am here, but the distance between us is vast. Soon, our bond will be severed. You can no longer see me, but we can share one last vision.”

      “Where am I?” he shouted.

      “This is your past, Talon. Fragments of your lost memories. You shared them with me before, when we first met.”

      “Enough of this sorcery! You heard Ikari… I am not the one you seek! Release me from this delusion!”

      “I am not the one who has brought us here. I shared the pain of my memories with you… now you are doing the same for me.”

      “Salena, I swear I—” Before he could finish his words, a woman came into view, leaning over the window of the tube. She was dressed in a white robe sand silver armor, and her green eyes were damp with tears. Her fingers touched the glass, as another wave of vibrations shook the chamber. Her lips formed frantic words, but Talon could not make them out through the thick glass.

      “I did not see this before,” Salena said. “Your mind locked this memory away, like a puzzle box.”

      “I do not know… I don’t remember…”

      “You must remember, Talon, otherwise, I could not be here now. She is calling to you. What is she saying?”

      The woman looked up. She yanked her hand away, as a larger chunk of rock crashed against the viewing panel of the life pod.

      “Mother,” Talon whispered. And in that instant, a flood of memories rushed though his mind, drowning his rage and anger. The years of training, the endless preparation. Destiny's heavy burden, weighing down upon his young soul.

      The woman turned back, and once again pressed her splayed fingers against the clear panel. Talon reached up, and touched the panel as well, matching the position of her fingers.”

      “She is my mother,” he said, his voice a hoarse whisper. “She and my father trained me, prepared me. I, and others like me. We were sealed in life pods, protected from the final battle. Hidden away, so we could rise again should Daizon ever return.”

      The woman kept speaking, her mouth forming silent words as the cavern shook and rattled behind her.

      “She’s calling to you, Talon. What is she saying?”

      Suddenly, a tremendous fragment of rock slammed into the life pod, smashing the woman to the ground. Talon's fists battered the panel, but there was nothing he could do. It refused to break, no matter how hard he pounded against it. The woman’s hand reached up, and smeared a trail of blood across the window. Then her pale fingers fell out of view, as an avalanche of rocks fell down from above.

      The pod was buried beneath the falling debris. The light outside slowly faded from the window, replaced with the crushing black depths of darkness.

      “What is she saying Talon? Jut listen…”

      He heard her voice, calling out to him from behind the curtain of shadows.

      He heard, and understood.

      “My name,” he said. He grit his teeth, and closed his eyes. “My mother is calling my name.”

      What is your name? Can you hear me, Talon? Listen to her. What is your name? Just listen…

      He opened his eyes.

      “Ikari!” he shouted. “Do you hear me, Guardian? Do you know my thoughts? I see my past now. Look into my mind’s eye, and you will know my name. And know this as well… I am the last Claw of R’Kur!”
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      Talon stood engulfed in white light. The darkness, the feeling of helpless rage, was but a lingering memory, like a dream half-remembered upon awakening. A woman moved towards him, slowly emerging from the wall of light. Her image grew clearer, until she stood before him, solid flesh and blood.

      Ikari…

      She stopped a few inches away from him. “You have returned. The woman, Salena… she has awoken your mind. Who is she to you?”

      “She is a friend,” Talon said. “And she needs my help.”

      “And you accept your destiny?”

      “I have a past. And I have a purpose. I will do what I must.”

      The woman stared at him for a moment, then nodded. “Very well. You are the Claw of R’Kur. The power is yours do with as you see fit.”

      “What power?” he asked. “What are you hiding here?”

      Ikari stepped back. A podium of pure white light rose up between them, emerging from the formless voice of energy. Hovering above the platform, a jagged crystal shard hung suspended in the air. It glinted brighter than a star, reflecting the white light around them in its sparkling facets, and pulsing with cobalt fire within.

      “What has been hidden is now revealed,” Ikari said. “The shard of R’Kur… all that remains of the great one.”

      Talon eyed the glowing, jagged shard. “Is this a weapon? What do I do with it?

      "You must bring it to the Crimson Maw… Only there can you seal the breach.”

      “Stop speaking in riddles! Without Salena, how will I power the portal drive? What good is this shiny trinket if I don’t know how—”

      “Take it!” Ikari ordered, her voice crackling like thunder. “If you are who you say, R’Kur will guide you. The shard will give you all the power you need.”

      “Iberon’s harem,” Talon muttered to himself as he stepped forward. Ikari tilted her head and narrowed her eyes, but said nothing. Talon took a deep breath. He reached out with both hands, and grasped the crystal firmly in his fingers. He pulled it from the air, and held it before him. Its brilliant glow grew stronger, more intense. He had to squint just to look at it.

      He felt currents of heat running through his arms and legs. His heart beat faster, and his chest filled with the sensation of liquid fire.

      It burned…

      He tried to let go, but his fingertips had sunk into the crystal, as if it were melting in his hands. The crystal was dissolving into his flesh. Gritting his teeth, he bellowed a roar of pain as the white-hot light in his hands filled his vision.
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        * * *

      

      Talon’s eyes snapped open.

      Ikari was nowhere to be seen. There was no white light, no shard of R’Kur.

      There was only darkness and pain.

      He coughed, and heard a tiny trickle of rocks and pebbles shifting around him. He remembered where he was… the hidden chamber, the falling rocks.

      Sartarus…

      He felt pressure on his chest and legs… He was half buried under a pile of rubble. Gritting his teeth, he flexed the muscles in his arms, driving his clenched fingers up through the rocks and dust. With an angry cry, he punched through the rocks, freeing his right arm. Using the freed limb, he cleared away the rest of the debris.

      He coughed and gasped for breath as he sat up and examined his surroundings. It was dim in the pit, but stray beams of light pierced through the cracks in the stone that sealed the chamber. He heard more rocks, shifting and moving across the chamber. Staggering to his feet, he hurried towards the sound.

      “Avra, is that you?” He spotted a pile of shifting debris. He knelt on the ground, and shoved aside the mound of rocks.

      The red-haired woman’s face came into view, covered in dust and soot. She spit out a mouthful of dirt, and grabbed Talon’s hand. He pulled her to her feet.

      “Talon, thank the gods you made it,” she gasped. “I could hear you, even through the rocks. You were screaming, shouting something. It sounded like a name, or—”

      “Never mind that,” Talon said, glancing around the darkened pit. “We have to get out of here. Salena spoke to me, in a vision. We have little time before Sartarus unleashes this weapon of his. Where’s Zobo?”

      A look of concern clouded Avra’s features. Her eyes darted around the dust-filled chamber. “I don’t know, I lost track in the fall, I—”

      A weak cough sputtered from under a pile of rocks in the center of the pit. They both fell to their knees and dug through the rubble. Within a few minutes, their digging exposed a furry, blood-stained paw.

      “Zobo!” Avra cried. She wrapped the paw in her fingers, as Talon heaved larger chunks of rock over his shoulder.

      “Hang in there, old man. We almost have you—”

      The words caught in his throat, as more rocks shifted. The falling debris exposed the trapped alien’s head and torso to the dim light. A dagger-like shard of rock pierced Zobo’s chest. Blood pooled around the wound, and his breath was a jagged, rattling wheeze.

      The wolfish alien winced in pain, as he struggled to sit up. “About bloody time,” he snarled. “And watch it with the ‘old man’, Fledge!” A fit of coughing exploded from his lungs.

      Avra laid her hand on his chest. “Take is easy, Zobo. You’re hurt.”

      “Hurt? What do you mean, I feel—” He coughed again, and a fine mist of blood sprayed onto his fur. He glanced down at his own heaving chest. His eyes opened wide as he spotted the fragment of rock, jutting from the crimson gash in his flesh.

      “Oh… I see what you mean.”

      He slumped back to the ground.

      Talon finished clearing away the rocks from Zobo’s body. He leaned over and examined the wound. “I’ve seen wounds like this in the arena,” he muttered.

      “Can you treat it?” Avra asked.

      Talon shook his head. “I don’t know. Zobo, is your heart in the same place as a human’s?”

      Zobo chuckled. The laughter became a hiss of pain. “I'm not sure, human. Is your heart about where that blasted rock is?”

      Talon nodded. “It is.”

      Zobo sighed. “Well that’s… not great.” He turned his head, and focused his yellow stare on Avra. “Avra, child… You two have to go. You don’t have time to fuss over me.”

      The woman shook her head. Talon saw tears welling in the corner of her eyes. He looked away.

      “What are you talking about?” she muttered, brushing dust off Zobo’s torn, bloodied sleeve. “We’re not leaving you.”

      “Avra, if Sartarus unleashes this… thing, millions could die.”

      “Zobo, we’re mercenaries, not crusaders. I don’t care—”

      Zobo reached up and grabbed her arm. “No, Avra. You’re better than that. Better than me, better than the Sorari sisterhood. You have to be. Raising you was the best thing… the only thing… I ever did that meant anything. And if all those people die, because of me? Don’t force me to take that to the grave, child.”

      The alien turned his snout to Talon. He lifted his other hand. Talon clenched his paw in both fists. "What was that toast we made? Victory or death?”

      “I thought you said your people don’t make toasts?”

      Zobo’s chest heaved with another fit of coughing. “We d-don’t,” he finally sputtered. “Why waste time talking when there’s food and drink on the table? Still, it was good fighting with you, Fledge.”

      Talon forced himself to smile. “You keep forgetting, old man. I’m not a fledge anymore.”

      Zobo’s pained chuckle echoed through the pit. “Oh? One battle and you think you’re a veteran, eh? Tell you what…” His eyes darted to Avra, then back to Talon. “You get her out of here, then you won’t be a fledge anymore.”

      “And what will you call me then?” Talon asked.

      Zobo grinned. “Fledge, first class.” He lay back down. His chest heaved faster.

      Avra made no effort to hide her tears. They flowed down her cheeks as she cradled his head in her arms. “Zobo, I never… I never got the chance to thank you for—”

      The alien smiled. “Don’t worry, child. You did. You did thank me. Every day, you made my stars… just a little brighter. Wish… Wish I could show you more.”

      His eyes closed. His breathing slowed. Then stopped. He went limp in her arms.

      Talon rested a hand on the alien’s chest. “May the golden stars receive you.”

      Avra choked back a sob, and looked up at Talon. “Salena told me you don't pray to the gods?”

      Talon stood up. “I don’t. It’s something my battle trainer used to say. He believed when we die, we travel to another place… a paradise. A galaxy of golden stars, each surrounded by planets filled with crystal streams, emerald fields and mist-covered hills.”

      She nodded. “It sounds beautiful. Is that what you believe?”

      Talon said nothing. He held out his hand. Avra took it, and he pulled her up. He stared into her eyes.”

      “I believe we have a score to settle,” he said.

      “Sartarus,” she whispered.

      He nodded. “But first we have to find a way out of this pit.”

      They split up, and checked the walls, searching for cracks or concealed exits. Anything that might help them escape. As Talon made his way around the edge of the circular chamber, a dim glow caught his eye.

      “Avra, do you see that? The light, coming from the wall.”

      She turned and shook her head. “No, what are you talking about?”

      He touched the wall, and the light glowed brighter. A symbol glowed in the metal walls, pulsing with crimson light. An electricity field crackled through the air, growing stronger as he stepped towards it.

      The symbol was the Eye of R’Kur.

      “It’s there, right in front of me! Ikari told me R’Kur would show me the way… ”

      Avra stood next to him, and grabbed his arm. “Talon, I swear there's nothing there."

      He reached out, and touched the luminous symbol. The entire metal wall began to pulse and glow. Beyond the barrier, a vortex of light swirled around the eye, forming a tunnel that led through the walls of the temple. Outside, they could see the dense green jungle. Bright sunlight gleamed off the statues in the clearing around the ziggurat.

      Avra took a step back. “Okay, yeah, I see that. What in blazes is going on?”

      Talon pushed his arm forward… his fingers sank into the energy barrier, sending ripples across the surface. His eyes opened wide in surprise. “A portal! The shard... it’s inside me somehow, I can feel it. It opened a star-path through the wall!”

      “So you can open star-paths now?" Avra asked, eying the glowing wall of energy. "Does that mean you can power the ship’s portal drive?”

      “There’s only one way to find out.” Talon grabbed her hand. She looked up into his eyes, and bit her lip. Then she nodded.

      They stepped forward, and passed through the glowing barrier.
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        PLANET VENDARU

        Frontier Space

        A few days later…

      

      

      High General Kyr marched across the command deck of the DNS Vanquisher. Outside the ship's windows, a battle raged above the glowing green planet of Vendaru. Bursts of light flared in the black void… starships, exploding into clouds of burning plasma. Energy bolts flashed across the Vanquisher's bow. The Dominion fleet pummeled Prince Lucian’s Coalition with every iota of firepower it possessed.

      Kyr rested his thick, pudgy fingers on the railing as he peered out over the lower deck. He glanced at a glowing display to his right.

      “Tactical report,” he bellowed. ‘Why is this taking so long?”

      The Tactical Officer leapt from his console and stood at attention, looking up at Kyr as he delivered his report.

      “Sir, we outnumber the Coalition forces, but reinforcements keep jumping into the system. Our own losses are minimal. Given time we—”

      “Time? I don’t want to give them time!” The general pounded his fist on the railing. “If that precocious brat’s technicians repair the launch tube, the prince will fly away with his tail between his legs, just like he did at Hadros. All of this will have been for nothing!”

      The officer blinked. “Sir,” he said, a nervous quaver in his voice. “We were ordered to hold this system until the weapon could be deployed.”

      Kyr gripped the railing tighter. “I’m aware of my orders, lieutenant. What of it?”

      “We’ve exceeded our operational mandate, sir. We’ve already held the Coalition forces in check far longer than we did at Hadros. With all due respect… if you’re going to use the weapon, now is the time.”

      The short, stocky general glared down at the officer from above. His angry glare broke into a smile. “An excellent point, lieutenant. I’ll take it under advisement.”

      Kyr’s hand dropped to the pistol at his belt. He drew and fired in a single, brutally fast motion. The glowing pulse bolt struck the officer in the chest. The man gasped and stumbled backwards, crashing into the tactical console. His eyes glazed over, as his smoking corpse rolled to the ground.

      Kyr holstered his weapon and snorted.

      “Guards, get this filth off my bridge. Ensign Rabbanal?”

      A slim, younger man stood up from another console and saluted. His face was pale, and beads of sweat dripped down his forehead. “Sir!”

      “I'm promoting you to Tactical Officer. Any questions?”

      The ensign glanced at the smoking body of his superior while a pair of guards dragged the sprawled corpse away. “No sir!”

      “Then get to it.” Kyr’s head snapped to another bank of consoles on the opposite side of the bridge. “Communications, send a hyper transmission to the Paladin. Tell Sartarus if he doesn’t rejoin the fleet before—”

      “Sir!” Tactical Officer Rabbanal shouted from his new seat. “We have new incoming. Star-path opening on rear starboard side. Sending IDENT code…”

      There was a pause as the ensign’s fingers tapped across his glowing controls. He looked up over his shoulder. “It’s Sartarus, sir. The DNS Paladin just entered Vendaru space.”

      Kyr clenched his right hand into a fist and glanced at his holo display. “About bloody time. Communications, open a channel to the Paladin. Patch me directly to Sartarus.”

      “Yes sir!”

      Orange fire blazed through the bridge’s windows, lighting Kyr’s face. He glanced up, and his lips curled in a smile as a Coalition cruiser disintegrated under a barrage of canon-fire.

      “Tactical,” he snarled. “Deploy stage one of the weapon. This farce ends now.”
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        * * *

      

      Sartarus strode over the catwalk that led to his domed chapel. Salena paced alongside him, her arms bound in a pair of glowing siphon cuffs. Behind them, Ecotyl led a compliment of purple robed guards, the elite holy warriors of Sartarus’ zealous faith.

      Salena held up her hands, and glanced up at the tall man pacing beside her. “Lyko, are these restraints necessary? Do you really fear me so much?”

      The gleaming golden mask turned and his intense eyes stared down at her. “I apologize. They are uncomfortable, I know. But I am no fool. You are a dangerous woman, my dearest. It was you who first opened the door to eternity.”

      She shuddered as she looked into his eyes. Behind the shadows of the mask, peeling, withered flesh surrounded his manic sapphire pupils. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I see what it cost you.”

      She lowered her arms and stared straight ahead. They were walking towards a circular pool of water in the center of a vast domed chamber. Explosions, brief flashes of light and flaming trails of gas lit up the black space outside the towering windows that curved up from the floor. A battle raged around them, but the tall, robed man beside her seemed to pay it no mind.

      “The human body was not gifted with the abilities of your race. Channeling and controlling dark energy… It took me many years to learn the ancient ways. But your people were not the only ones to master such arts. I traveled into the deepest regions of uncharted space. I searched for ancient artifacts, reclusive masters, crumbling temples… anything that could show me how to cast the ritual, as you did that night.”

      “Lyko, look what it’s done to you. It’s poisoned your body. And your soul…”

      “It was you who poisoned my soul, ‘dearest’. I’ve spoken to them you know. Our son. Our daughter. Perhaps after all these years, cavorting around the galaxy with your lovers and playthings, you’ve forgotten their names.”

      She pivoted towards him and swung out her arm. The slap struck his mask with a dull thud. She winced in pain as her soft flesh hit the cold, hard metal. The she glared up at him, cradling the fingers of her hand.

      “Bha krung!” she hissed. “How can you say that? I’ll never forget, Lyko! How could I?”

      Sartarus touched the side of his mask where she had struck him. “Then why? Why didn’t you bring them back to us?”

      “They’re gone, Lyko. It isn’t them you see. This thing, Daizon… it twists reality, it tempts its followers. It devours your mind, and shows you what you want to see. It’s not real, none of it is real! All it wants is to be free… to devour every atom in this galaxy.”

      Sartarus turned way from her as they approached the pool. “I’ve spoken to them, you know. Little Alaine. Beautiful Savisa. They say they miss you. They cry for their mother.”

      A hologram flickered to live above the rippling waters.

      The glowing image of General Kyr glared down at them. “It’s about time, Sartarus. Where in blazes have you been?”

      “Where I’ve been is no concern of yours, General. I am here now. And I have found what I need. Our weapon is fully functional.”

      “Excellent. I’ve deployed the first pylons. Do your part, and we can finally end this war.”

      “It shall be done. For the glory of Daizon.”

      The hologram blinked out, as Sartarus flipped a series of levers mounted next to the pool. The panels of the domed roof slid open, revealing a series of concentric metal rings. Rows of ancient symbols, similar to the markings on the pylons, adorned the surface of the rings.

      Salena looked up, as the the metal rings lowered from the ceiling and hovered over the waters of the pool. Their symbols began to glow. As the light grew stronger, they spun around in the air. A low hum emanated from the rotating circles of metal. She noticed there were gaps in the burning symbols… missing shapes and figures, blank sections in the  spinning metal rings.

      Sartarus glanced at Ecotyl. “Commander, leave us. Deploy our pylons, and alert General Kyr and myself when they are in position.”

      The commander bowed. “Yes, Lord Sartarus.” As he led the guards out of the chamber, Salena grabbed Satarus’ shoulder with her cuffed hands. “Lyko please, I beg of you. Don’t do this!”

      He spun around and grabbed her chin, jerking her face up to look at him. “Enough! Enough whining and begging, you selfish bitch!” She gasped as his manic stare bore into her glowing eyes. “Don’t you understand?” he snarled. “It’s not just me, not just us. The entire galaxy has suffered one bloody war after another. Billions of lives snuffed out, billions of loved ones lost. Humans, aliens, it doesn’t matter. In the end, the only destiny of life… is to kill. But it doesn’t have to be that way.”

      The hum grew louder. The rings glowed brighter.

      “Lyko, please—”

      He dropped her chin and gazed at the pool of water. It too had begun to glow and churn. “In Daizon, there is peace. Everyone is welcome. Everyone can have whatever they desire. There is nothing to fight over. No wars, no one has to die. In Daizon, we are all eternal!”

      “That’s because it’s not real, Lyko. It’s all a lie. It’s nothing but a dream!”

      He glared at her. His mask shifted slightly, and the corners of his eyes wrinkled. She realized he was smiling beneath the gleaming golden shell.

      “Perhaps you’re right,” he said. “Perhaps it is a dream. But I have lived a long time now, my darling. I have seen so much death, so much horror.” He held out his hands, gesturing towards the blazing explosions and the distant stars above them. “But this so-called reality is a dream as well. A nightmare we can never wake from. I prefer my dream. And so will you.”

      He waved his hands over the glowing controls. The hum grew louder, and the glow from the rings filled the room with a blinding crimson light. With a deafening wail, a massive column of energy burst from the rings, and struck the surface of the water. It seemed to disappear into the depths of the dark pool, and the water sizzled and bubbled at its touch.

      Salena gasped. She took a step closer to the pool. Her eyes glowed brighter than ever before. A muscle in her face twitched, as the she sensed the presence of dark energy. A massive amount of it, so close, and yet just out of reach.

      A harsh, rasping laugh echoed over the wail of the energy beam.

      Sartarus was laughing at her.

      “It must be frustrating for you, my dear. So much dark energy, and yet you cannot channel even a drop of it.”

      “How?” she whispered. “How did you create this?”

      He gestured to the pool. “Daizon guided me. This is his power, made manifest.”

      A voice crackled over the room's speakers. “Lord Sartarus… the pylons are in place. Both ours and General Kyr’s.”

      “Excellent, Commander,” Sartarus replied. “Tell Kyr the weapon will fire momentarily.”

      He shook his head as he shut down the comm channel. “Kyr,” he hissed. “He funded my research, helped me locate the missing pylons and artifacts I required to open the prison. He thinks he can control me, and use the power at my fingertips for his own desires.”

      He looked back at Salena. “Tonight, he will learn. He controls nothing. There’s only one thing I need. The missing tablets, the lost symbols. They are critical to sustaining the ritual. And you will give them to me, my dear.”

      “What makes you think a human like you could even survive such power,” she snapped, a note of defiance rising in her voice.

      Sartarus unfastened the clasp of his robes. He tore the garment open, and Salena gasped at the sight of his body. The charred, mangled flesh… pale, shriveled skin, specked with gaping sores…

      Set in his chest, just to the right of his heart, a violet crystal protruded from his skin. It pulsed with a strange, unearthly light. The flesh surrounding the foreign object was puckered and ridged with scars. Tiny lumps shifted and crawled beneath the skin… flesh-weavers, clusters of nanobots fighting against the decay that consumed his body.

      “R’kur was not the only one that left behind a shard of its essence,” he said. “You rejected Daizon’s glory, my dear. But I took the great one into my flesh, made it a part of me. And it has guided me ever since. Guided me to this, my final salvation.”

      “Father…”

      The voice was a distorted whisper, echoing within the column of energy. Salena’s eyes grew wide as she saw movement over the withered man's shoulder. Tiny figures darted within the crimson beam.

      “Come to us father… We miss you.”

      She could see their tiny faces, pressed up against the glowing barrier of energy.

      Her children.

      She shook her head, cleared her thoughts. “Lyko, please. It’s using you, it’s just showing you what it knows you want. It’s not real.”

      Sartarus stepped towards the pool. “It’s real enough, Salena. Real enough to end my pain.”

      He stepped into the pool… His steps splashed across the surface, even though she could tell the water beneath him was deep. He paused at the edge of the energy barrier, and took a deep breath. He looked back at her. “I’m sorry, my wife. Sorry for the way things ended between us. Sorry you chose to live in pain, rather than paradise. But I have to go. They’re waiting for me, in there. In Daizon.”

      He pushed forward into the glowing crimson beam. His body shot ramrod straight, and his muscles spasmed, as bolts of energy traced across his body. His gnarly fingers dug into the flesh of his palms, and he cried out in pain. But still  he pressed forward, until he stood in the center of the beam. He held out his hands and threw his head back as the energy coursed through him.

      His body levitated in the beam. Soon, he hovered near the top of the domed chamber. When he gazed down at Salena, his eyes glowed with crimson fury.

      “You will delay me no longer,” his voice boomed. “Give me what I seek. And then… I shall allow you to die.”

      He thrust an arm forward, and crimson lightning leapt out from within the beam. Salena’s head snapped back as the powerful energy struck her, crackling across her skin. It penetrated her pores and eyes, and filled her mouth with an unholy glow.

      She screamed, as the arcing bolts of energy lifted her up, and suspended her body up in the air.

      “You cannot hide from me,” Sartarus hissed. “I see it in your mind. The tablets Aroyas stole, the missing symbols. Now the ritual will be complete. This time, Daizon will not stop with a planet… the great one shall devour all, as is his right. He shall reshape this flawed creation into a new paradise.”

      Sartarus smiled beneath his mask. “This time, nothing will stop us. Nothing will stop… Daizon!”
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      Talon clenched his jaw as the Star Claw dropped out of portal space. The ship streaked towards a lone planet, a tiny, glowing green dot in the black depths of space.

      Avra glanced at her display. Their course heading blinked on her holo screen, confirming their destination. “I don’t know how you did it, but the jump was successful. We made it back, that’s Vendaru up ahead.”

      He grunted as he slid his arms out of the control docks. “Now I know why Salena needed so much rest after opening a star-path. I’m exhausted, and starving as well… I could eat a zebrak whole.”

      A nervous laugh escaped Avra’s lips. “Sorry, no zebraks onboard. Just protein paste and vita-fluid.”

      An alarm wailed through the bridge. “Now what?” he growled.

      As they rushed closer to Vendaru, tiny pinpoints of light flared in the darkness.

      Avra squinted at the readings on her screen. “Looks like a battle. Dominion forces are in low orbit over the planet. Hang on, there’s an incoming transmission from the surface.”

      She tapped her controls, and a hologram flickered to life in the center her console. The glowing image showed Prince Lucian, standing next to his advisor, Captain Javis.

      “Coalition Command, we read you,” Avra said. The comm unit transmitted her words to the planet’s surface. “This is HMS Star Claw, inbound to Vendaru.

      The prince gave them a nod and a grim smile. “Captain Zobo, thank the gods. I hope you bring good news.”

      Avra bit her lip for a moment, and did not reply.

      “Star Claw, do you read us?”

      “Yes, we read you. Zobo didn’t make it. This is Avra and Talon.”

      “I see… and Salena?”

      “We… we don’t know. Sartarus has her. What’s your situation down there?”

      “We’ve been suffering under a sustained attack. The Coalition fleet has managed to hold back the Dominion ships, but our shields have taken a beating from Kyr’s bombing runs. There’s no way we’ll survive the gravimetric distortion of—”

      A burst of static interrupted the transmission. The image of the prince flickered and dimmed in the air.

      Avra boosted power to the signal. “Your Highness, we’re losing you. What distortion, what are you—”

      The hologram glowed brighter again. “Sartarus and Kyr have deployed their weapon. According to our sensors, the gravitational waves it's emitting are identical to the readings from Hadros. But this time it’s stronger, by several orders of magnitude. If you can’t stop—”

      Another burst of static flooded the speakers. The image wavered, then blinked out and disappeared.

      Talon pointed out the window. “Avra, look…”

      As they circled around the green planet, a swirling red cloud came into view. The vortex pierced a hole in the darkness of space. Bolts of energy crackled with the spinning void.

      Avra gasped. “By the gods!” She glanced at her display, and her fingers danced across the sensor controls. “Talon, look at the edges of that… thing!”

      The sensors magnified a tiny spec from the image. A tall, metal pylon shimmered in space, floating on a gigantic lifter disk. Three more identical pylons drifted in the black void. The four towering monoliths formed a cross, thousands of kilometers along each axis. A circle of rippling energy flowed between them, forming a boundary for the swirling red void.

      “It’s the pylons, from Salena’s report.”

      “The Crimson Maw,” Talon said, his voice a low whisper.

      Avra glanced at the display. The ring of energy grew wider as each pylon floated away from the others. “Whatever it is, it’s growing larger. Each pylon is moving through space at an equal velocity. As they drift apart, the diameter increases. I’m reading an energy surge coming from the cloud. It’s… it’s massive. I’ve never seen anything like it. It—”

      Her words caught in her throat. As the Star Claw zoomed closer, they could see something emerge from the cloud.

      Tentacles.

      Huge tendrils of lumpy pink flesh reached out through the void of space, flailing towards the planet before them. As they loomed over the glowing green sphere, the planet’s swirling atmosphere broke up and vented into space.

      Talon squinted… he saw tiny red ships come into view, nestled within the writhing mass of planet-sized limbs.

      “The Dominion fleet is caught in that thing’s grip as well. Salena is in there! Which ship belongs to Sartarus? We have to—”

      No!

      He winced in pain as the voice echoed through his head. Closing his eyes, he pressed his fingers to his temples. The single word was like a red-hot knife, twisting into his brain.

      Avra glanced up at him, as the ship continued racing towards the glowing cloud of devastation ahead.

      “What is it? Are you alright?”

      “Salena,” he grunted. “I can hear her. The bond between us isn’t broken. But she’s in pain!” A strangled grunt of pain escaped his lips, as he gripped his head tighter. “Arrrgghhh!”

      Talon, listen... You must do as Ikari said. The Crimson Maw is the prison of Daizon. You must bring the shard there.

      “Talon, what the hell is going on?”

      He shook his head, but he could not answer.

      There isn’t much time. Please Talon, do as I ask. Do not fear for me, my warrior. You will see me again.

      He collapsed in the chair.

      “She’s gone,” he said. He wiped his hand across his eyes, clearing the sweat and haze from his vision.

      “Is she alright?”

      “I don’t know. She was in pain, I could feel it. But she said she would see me again.”

      “So what do we do?”

      He stared out he window at the swirling cloud. The massive tentacles crept toward the planet. The relentless tug of their gravitational pull sent plumes of the surface gas venting into space.

      “She said to listen to the guardian, Ikari. To bring the shard into the crimson maw.”

      Avra clutched the controls tighter. The ship rattled as it drew closer to the spinning cloud. Outside, the explosions of the space battle grew larger. A burst of light flooded the windows as a frigate on their port side exploded into glowing cinders.

      “Let me get this straight… you’re telling me you want to fly into that thing?” Avra snapped.

      He looked over at her. “I know it sounds crazy.”

      She shrugged. “Yeah. Yeah it does. But then again, giant space tentacles eating a planet for lunch sounds pretty crazy too.”

      The ship’s proximity alarms wailed. A pair of blood hawk fighters swooped into position behind the Star Claw.

      “Dominion fighters,” Talon shouted. “They’re locking on!”

      Avra darted the ship left and right as she increased thruster power. The ship leapt forward, dodging debris and other ships on the battlefield.

      She gripped the controls tighter, as the massive tentacles grew larger in the front window. Two of the gigantic fleshy limbs were drifting together, crossing over each other. Due to their colossal size, they seemed to move in slow motion, but the sensors showed that they were passing through hundred of kilometers in mere seconds.

      Pushing forward on the controls, Avra dove the ship through a narrow space between two of the colossal tentacles as they lumbered through space. The gap closed behind her. The two fighters struggled to pull up, but the wall of flesh was too huge, and they were going too fast. Twin explosions burst through the narrow crack behind them. The enemy contacts blinked off on the holo display.

      Up ahead, a group of Dominion battleships and Coalition cruisers drifted in space. They were trapped, caught in the event horizon of the swirling crimson vortex. No canon-fire flew between them, making the blackness surrounding them seem even darker.

      The Star Claw’s  hull groaned and rattled as they sped towards the floating hulks.

      “Those ships…” Talon peered out the cockpit window. “Why aren’t they attacking each other?”

      “They can’t,” Avra shouted back. “They’re using all their power to keep from getting sucked into that thing. Which is exactly what will happen to us if we get any closer. You sure you want to do this?”

      He glanced over at her. “I have to. And I can’t do it without you.”

      Avra bit her lip for a moment, then sighed. “If we do this, there’s a price, gladiator.”

      “Name it.”

      She flashed him a smile. “When this is over, you tell me your real name… the one you told the guardian, in the temple.”

      He grinned back. “Agreed.”

      Avra grit her teeth, and focused her emerald stare out the forward windows. Twisting the controls, she threw the ship into a tight spiral, narrowly missing a damaged cruiser that spun across their flight path.

      The swirling crimson vortex filled their vision. The scale of the thing was immense. Its eerie blood-red glow blotted out all other light.

      A narrow, wavy line blinked on her display. She adjusted the ship’s heading, following the erratic, serpentine course. “There’s only one path that will take us through the gravitational distortion intact,” she shouted, struggling to be heard over the roar of the ship, and the thunder of its engines. “If I divert too far off this line, the forces inside will tear us apart.”

      “Victory, or death,” Talon muttered.

      “Took the words right out of my mouth,” she replied.

      The ship lurched violently to the right. Avra’s head snapped back, as an ominous series of creaks echoed through the hull.

      “Were we hit?” Talon shouted.

      She shook her head. “No. We’re crossing the event horizon. The gravity of this thing is leaching off our speed, slowing us down. If we lose any more velocity, it will pull us off our flight path.”

      “Stay on course!” Talon shouted as he leapt out of his seat. He took a few steps towards Zobo’s command chair, swaying and stumbling across the deck as another shockwave rattled the hull.

      The ship listed to the right. He fell to the floor with a thud, and slid backward a few inches.

      “Talon,” Avra called back to him. “I need more power or we’re not going to make it!”

      Crawling forward across the deck, he pulled himself inch by inch to the command chair. Grabbing the arm of the chair, he lifted himself off the floor. His fingers darted across the controls. “Diverting power to the main engines. Everything but the shields and life-support.”

      Avra glanced at a small meter that flashed on her display. It showed the engines power supply hitting maximum levels.

      “Alright, here we go… find something to grab, and hold on tight!”

      Talon threw himself into the command chair, and pulled the harness down over his shoulders.

      The roar of the engines grew louder, escalating to a high-pitched wail. The other ships outside the windows were reduced to bright blurs of light, as the Star Claw hit its maximum sub-light speed.

      Streaking through the raging battle, the Star Claw dove into the abyss of the crimson maw.
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        * * *

      

      The view outside the windows of the Vanquisher yawned at a sickening angle, as the ship tilted through space. Alarm klaxons blared, and orange emergency lights lit the bridge with a strobing glow. The gigantic tentacles drifted around the listing ship, blotting out the light from the stars as they devoured the planet below.

      In the distance, another battleship, the DNS Bastion, buckled. The terrifying gravitational forces of the vortex spun it like a child’s toy, snapping it in two. A shockwave of energy exploded from the crippled ship, as its fusions reactors went critical.

      General Kyr gripped the railing of the command deck as the ship lurched beneath his feet. “Tactical Officer, divert power from the port shields to the Starboard—”

      A rumbling crash drowned out his order as the shockwave struck the Vanquisher. Kyr glanced down at the lower deck, and saw officers’ bodies tossed through the air like rag dolls. Sparks flew from the control consoles, and the lights flickered and dimmed.

      “Helm, what the devil is the matter with you?” Kyr bellowed, picking himself up off the floor. “I ordered you to stay out of range of the weapon’s event horizon.”

      The Helm Officer picked himself up from the shadows of the lower deck, and raced to his seat. His console blinked and flickered, as the mighty ship’s power regulators struggled to compensate for the damaged systems. “We’re trying sir, but the event horizon keeps expanding. That thing out there… it’s getting bigger!”

      Kyr’s brow furrowed. “This didn’t happen at Hadros. Communications, get me Sartarus, now!”

      The Communications Officer leaned over her console, and shook her head. “Hailing the Paladin, but there’s no response, sir!”

      Kyr clenched his jaw, and thought for a moment. The klaxons continued to wail, as various parts of the ship lost structural integrity.

      “Helm, lower the shields. Divert all power to the thrusters. Get us out of here, now!” Kyr backed away from the railing, disappearing into the shadows of the command deck.

      The Helmsman clutched his console as the ship bucked and shook again. He glanced at a series of readings blinking on the holo screen. “Impossible, sir,” he called back. “The gravitational field is too strong… we don’t have enough power reserves to break its grip. That thing is warping space-time in the entire sector. Sir, if this thing keeps growing at this rate, it’s going to fill the entire system in a matter of weeks. And after that…”

      The office looked up at the bridge. His eyes opened wide with surprise.

      Kyr was gone… the Command Bridge was empty.

      “Shields at ten percent and falling,” the Tactical officer cried out.

      The Helmsman glanced at the other men and women on the bridge. Kyr had abandoned them. And after all the chaos, he had no idea who the ranking officer was. He didn't know who was in charge.

      He opened his mouth, but before he could call out his orders, his console exploded, throwing him back across the deck.

      The Vanquisher groaned as it spun onto its side. Outside, the blazing red glow of the vortex filled the windows as the dying ship tumbled closer and closer to oblivion.
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      Salena screamed. She was frozen in place, trapped by the crimson energy crackling around her. The bolts lashed at her skin, her eyes, her mouth. Her long cobalt hair danced through the air like serpents, as the residual static electricity lifted it behind her.

      She could feel the red-hot caress of his lightning inside her skull. It pierced her mind, coiling around her memories like fiery serpents… It was as if Sartarus himself clenched her soul in his cold, withered fingers. Memories flashed before her eyes, dragged from the dark recesses of her mind by the adorning tendrils of energy… their marriage on her home world, the powder-soft skin of their first born, Alaine. The soul-crushing grief, the weight of her despair, baring her down the darkest depths of self loathing.

      The frigid touch of Daizon… the horrid realization of what she had nearly done.

      One by one, the shattered fragments of her past tumbled before her eyes, until finally, his probing tendrils found and extracted the information he was looking for…

      New markings appeared on the rings, burning themselves into the spinning metal. As the glowing figures filled the gaps in the ancient writing, the rings spun even faster.

      The symbols! Salena thought. The same as the ones on the tablets, revealed by the dark energy in Talon’s eye.

      Talon… The dark energy bond… I still feel it, even now!

      She had heard the gladiator’s voice calling to her, sharing her pain. Sartarus was so engrossed in his ritual, he did not sense their linked thoughts, did not feel the faint spark leaping between them across the vast, dark void. Even the restraints at her wrists could not suppress that bit of energy Talon had given to her.

      Above them, the crimson vortex outside had grown larger, and filled the curved windows of the domed sanctum. It bathed everything in a hellish, blood-red light. Hovering beneath the massive swirling cloud, Sartarus hung suspended in the beam of energy. He threw back his head and laughed.

      “I… I see them! I see our children…” His words were a pained gasp. His chest heaved, and he struggled to speak as the limitless power coursed through his body. “All our loved ones, Salena… they are waiting for us within the light of Daizon!”

      Salena ignored his ranting. Instead, she focused on the tiny spark of energy Talon had given her. She nurtured it, used every scrap of power she could wield to shelter it from the probing tendrils of agony. The energy grew within her. Its comforting warmth flowed through her nerves, and danced across her skin. She lifted her head… her strength was returning. She felt her muscles tighten, her fingers flex. The glow in her eyes flared brighter. The blood-red light burned away, replaced by a starburst of blue.

      Her lips curled into a smile… she could fight back at the power that held her aloft.

      Her fingers made a twirling motion… a shimmering beam of blue energy leapt from her hands, and latched on to one of the crackling red bolts that curled around her. She grit her teeth as she concentrated on the faint, slim blue thread. She contracted the energy, pulling her restrained arms up. Beads of sweat dripped down her forehead. Moving her limbs even an inch was a titanic effort. But move they did…

      She tugged at the beam, lifting her arms higher and higher. The metal restraints moved closer and closer to the red lightning cast by Sartarus.

      As they crossed the path of the crimson energy, the controls of the energy restraints sparked and blinked. A burning smell filled the air, and smoke rose from the bulky cuffs. With a loud crack, the circuits inside the energy dampener overloaded, and the restraints popped open.

      Salena cried out, as she felt a rush of energy return to her body.

      Sartarus snapped his head toward her. His mouth twisted into an angry snarl. “No! That’s impossible!”

      Salena threw up her arms and crossed them over her chest. A wall of blue energy flowed up from the floor, cutting her off from the red lightning. The bolts reflected into the beam, striking Sartarus and pinning his arms to his sides.

      Salena fell to the ground, landing in a low crouch, like a jungle cat.

      “You underestimated me, Lyko,” she hissed. “And you underestimated Talon as well.”

      Talon…

      She glanced up at the unholy vortex glowing in space above the ship. The Crimson Maw… She could feel him out there, sensed him plunging into that infinite void.

      You will see me again…

      Beneath the glowing cloud, Sartarus thrashed and struggled within the beam of energy.

      “Salena, we can get them back… our children! They can live again!”

      Her features softened. She stood up, and took a step towards him. He looked down at her, his manic eyes flooded with pain and longing.

      “I’m sorry, Lyko,” she said. “But our children already live. In here.” She touched her chest, placing her hand over her heart. “They will always be with me. And someday, when these painful memories fade… so will you.”

      She took a deep breath, and ran forward.

      “Salena!” Freeing himself from the bands of energy, Sartarus threw out his arms. More lightning shot from his fingers. The bolts struck the floor, scorching the deck plates beneath her feet.

      Dodging the blasts of energy, Salena leapt over the edge of the pool and dove into the crimson beam. Instead of rising like Sartarus, she plunged down. Her body disappeared into the dark, roiling depths of the water below.
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      The acrid smell of smoke and ozone flooded Talon’s nostrils. His eyes shot open… he was slumped in Zobo’s command chair, leaning forward at a steep angle. Red light flooded through the windows, casting dark shadows across the other walls of the bridge. An ominous, echoing cry filled the air… It reminded him of recorded whale songs, from the aquatic arenas of Lemuras. The eerie sounds reverberated through his innards, rattling his bones and shaking his soul to the core.

      He looked up, and glanced at the pilot’s chair, but it was cloaked in crimson shadows.

      “Avra?” His voice was a hoarse rasp, and his throat felt raw, and dry as bone. He swallowed and called out again, louder this time. “Avra, are you alright?”

      “Oh, my head!” He heard the shifting in her chair, saw movement in the shadows of the cockpit. She sat up, and her face settled into a beam of light from outside. “Not one of my better landings.”

      “We’re alive, at least.” Talon unbuckled the harness and stood up, balancing on the steep slope of the deck. He moved toward her with slow, careful steps, as the ship creaked and groaned around them. “I doubt any other pilot could have made it through that maelstrom. You did well.”

      She too unbuckled her harness, and took his outstretched hand. He pulled her from the angled seat. Together they peered through the dirt and rocks that covered the windows.

      “We’ll see,” she said, glancing at the nose of the ship. “Looks like we came in hot. Angle was too steep.”

      She glanced down at her instruments. The holo displays were all out, and the controls showed only static and blinking emergency lights.

      “That’s not good,” she muttered. “Main fusion generator is down. That means the portal drive won’t work, even if I had the dark energy to operate it.”

      She called up the last recorded navigation data from one of the dimmed screens. Her eyes narrowed, as she squinted at the coordinates and star charts displayed on the console.

      “Talon, none of this makes any sense. These coordinates are… they’re gibberish.” She looked up at him, the crimson light reflecting in her eyes. “Where are we?”

      “Ikari called it the Crimson Maw,” Talon said as he adjusted the straps on his battle harness. “She said it was the prison of Daizon.”

      Avra lifted a single eyebrow. “She also said her body existed in a different quantum reality.”

      Talon shrugged. “Perhaps this place does as well. All I know is, Ikari told me to bring the Shard of R’Kur into the Crimson Maw. And I’m betting she wants me to take it there.”

      He pointed out the window. Avra ducked her head, peering through the dust and debris.

      In the distance, a beam of red light rose from a rocky canyon, and seemed to pierce the sky. A giant hole opened above the light, circled by the swirling clouds of the vortex they had flown through.

      Talon angled his head, and followed the beam up into the sky. Through the circling storm, he could see the black depths of space, dotted with the glowing remains of the Dominion fleet. The emerald orb of Vendaru hung beyond the drifting hulks. The massive tentacles reached out from the clouds into the blackness above, probing, gasping at the planet’s surface. Huge clouds of green gas hung still in the blackness, as the planet disintegrated beneath the touch of the monstrous tendrils.

      “Wherever we are, Vendaru and the prince don’t have much time,” he muttered.

      “Talon, we don’t know anything about this place. Gravity, atmosphere, life forms… all our sensors are down. If you go out there, it could kill you.”

      “We came here for a reason. I have to get to that beam.”

      He turned and moved towards the door. Avra grabbed his arm. “Wait. I’m coming with you.”

      He stared at her for a moment, and sighed. “Avra, this is my fight.”

      She put her hand on his chest, and looked into his eyes. “You’re wrong. Zobo… he wanted me to see this through. He put his life on the line to get us here. This is my fight too.”

      Talon nodded. He put his hand on her shoulder. “You’re right. It will be an honor to fight with a battle sister by my side.”

      She broke eye contact, and glanced down at the deck. “I told you, I’m not a battle sister. Not anymore.”

      He slid his fingers beneath her chin, and gently lifted her face. He stared into her sparkling green eyes.

      “Today, you are.”

      She smiled and held out her hand. “Then let’s finish this. Victory, or death.”

      He clasped her fingers in his. “Victory, or death.”

      “That being said,” she muttered, as they picked their way over the railing, and towards the exit, “I’d prefer the former.”
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        * * *

      

      The landing ramp of the Star Claw hissed and belched steam as it lowered to the ground. Due to the steep angle of the crashed ship, the edge of the ramp hung several feet above the ground. Talon leapt down, and his boots crunched in the loose soil. He reached up and helped Avra off the ramp.

      She dropped next to him. They walked a few meters away from the ship, examining the rocky, shadowed landscape surrounding them. Their ship had crashed in a deep, vast gorge. Dark, ominous rock formations towered above them. The twisted and gnarled shapes stretched into the distance, dotting the far-off horizon. Several kilometers away, the crimson beam burst up from the top of a jagged plateau, high above the canyon floor.

      Talon drew his pulse pistol and checked the energy meter. Satisfied, he holstered the weapon and glanced up at the bolt of energy as it shot skyward towards the heavens

      Avra checked her wrist display. The screen was blank, showing only static. She slapped it, and for a moment, a hologram of data flickered in the air, then quickly blinked out again.

      “I still can’t get any reading on this damn thing,” she muttered. “Not even on that beam. I can’t even tell how far away it is!”

      “It’s two point eight five kilometers away,” Talon said without thinking.

      She glanced at him in surprise. “How do you know?”

      He shrugged. “I just do.”

      She nodded. “Alright. Well, we’d better get—”

      She swayed and staggered forward a few steps, clutching her abdomen.

      Talon grabbed her, and supported her weight. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

      She nodded, pushing him away. “I’m fine, just a little dizzy from the crash. Must have hit my—”

      A fit of coughing interrupted her words. She fell to her knees. She looked up, her eyes red and watering. Her arm rose and pointed at Talon’s chest.

      He glanced down… the tattoo that snaked across his chest was glowing, pulsing. The bright green light cast a sickly glow over Avra’s pale skin.

      The shard will protect you…

      He knelt down beside her. He threw her arm over his shoulder, and stood, dragging her to her feet. Another fit of coughing wracked her body, and he could feel her chest spasming against his side.

      “The atmosphere must be poisonous!” he snapped as he dragged her across the rocky soil, back toward the ramp. “The shard is protecting me, but you can’t stay out here. You’ll die!”

      Her eyes fluttered, then rolled back into her head. Her head lolled forward, and she went limp in his arms.

      Gritting his teeth, Talon heaved her body up on to the ramp. He slammed his fist into the control panel on the side of the ship. With a loud hiss, the ramp began to close.

      Come on… Faster damn it!

      Finally, the ramp thunked to a close. The airlock hissed as it vented the contaminated air out of the ship. Talon peered through the ramp's porthole, watching for any sign of movement. All he could see were the blinking emergency lights inside the ship. He pressed the comm button on the ramp's control panel.

      “Avra? Avra, are you okay?”

      There was no answer. Nothing moved across the transparent circle.

      Talon clenched his fist. “Dammit Avra, answer me!”

      Suddenly, a hand slapped against the porthole. Avra staggered to her feet. Her eyes were clear and bright, and some color had returned to her face. The intercom crackled to life.

      “I’m fine.” She was panting, gasping for breath, but her voice sounded stronger.

      Talon laughed. “Iberon’s harem! You gave me a scare.”

      She pounded the glass. “I don’t want to stay here, I want to fight with you! I can find an environmental suit, I can—”

      “It’s too dangerous, and a suit will slow you down. There are other ways to fight. You said the portal drive is damaged. Can you fix it?”

      She tucked a loose strand of fiery hair into her headband, as she thought for a moment. “I'll give it a shot. But I don’t know if we can open a star-path here. And even if we could, where would it take us?”

      Talon pressed his fingers to the glass. “One thing at a time. Do what you can. “I’ll be back soon.”

      He turned and walked away from the ship.

      “Talon!” her voice cracked over the speaker behind. He looked back at the tiny window. “You said you’d tell me your name. That was the deal.”

      “I said I’d tell you when this is over.” Glancing over his shoulder, he eyed the dark, mangled rock formations in the distance.

      Then he looked back at Avra. Her face pressed up against the circle of glass that separated them. He grinned. “It’s not over yet.”

      He resumed his trek away from the ship. Shards of rock crumbled under the fall of his heavy boots. The deep, crimson shadows of the canyon engulfed him, and he disappeared from view.
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      Talon lost track of how long he’d been walking. There was no sun overhead. No change in the hellish crimson light that fell from the sky, nor the shadows that cloaked the depths of the canyon. No moon, no stars… Nothing at all to gauge the passage of time.

      The alien terrain grew more rugged as he drew closer to the source of the beam. Soon he was scrambling across massive boulders, and pulling himself up over jutting ledges of splintering rock. The muscles in his back and shoulders throbbed, and shards of rocks slashed his calloused palms. Sweat and blood streaked through his matted hair.

      Finally, he stood before the craggy rock tower. Looking up, he saw the red light, blazing into the sky. Rippling clouds, a swirling red vortex, filled the heavens. The monstrous tentacles, unthinkable in size and scope, writhed in the blackness of space beyond the clouds. Vendaru had further eroded… half the planet was torn away, and the plume of venting atmosphere had grown larger, brighter.

      Talon lowered his gaze and examined the sheer wall before him. A passageway led deep into the rocks, and he could make out a narrow set of steps, ascending up into the twisted innards of the plateau. A triangular entrance framed the tight passageway. It was flanked on either side by statues of No’varran warriors. The towering edifices stood over thirty meters in height, and were carved into the rock walls of the plateau.

      He took a moment to catch his breath, then walked toward the entrance. When he was a few meters away, he paused… He could see a dim, flickering light, descending from the darkness within the rocks. A blue glow cast shifting shadows across the rocky stairs, moving closer and closer to him. He shifted his belt, sliding his scimitar to his right side.

      A figure stepped into view. It was a woman, clothed in only a jeweled harness and an embroidered trail of silk. Her cobalt hair trailed behind her in the hot breeze, and her eyes glowed with an inner fire.

      “Salena!” Talon shouted.

      He rushed towards her. She laughed, and wrapped her lavender arms around him. “I told you we would see each other again, my warrior.”

      He hugged her back. “I was worried… when Sartarus took you—”

      “Sartarus is a fool,” she whispered into his ear. “He does not realize your strength, the power of your destiny. Did you bring it?”

      Talon looked down into her eyes. Her glowing stare was hypnotic, the scent of her hair intoxicating. His arms fell limp to his sides.

      “Bring what? I don’t understand.”

      “The shard,” she hissed, her fingers dancing across the muscles of his back. “You must have the shard of R’Kur!”

      He shook his head. “I held it in my hands, but it burned… I don’t know what happened. It melted away, and disappeared. When I woke up, it was gone.”

      Her lips curled into a smile. Then her lips nuzzled his neck. “No, my warrior. It is here. Only you could bring it. Only you could contain its power. The shard is within you…” Her probing fingers slid across his waist, and moved up his chest. Her stare burned even brighter, and her lips parted. “I feel it… I can feel it inside you!” She threw back her head. “Such power! Give it to me, my warrior! Give me what I—Urgghhh!”

      Her eyes bulged open, and a gurgle of pain escaped her lips. She glanced down… One of Talon’s cryocite blades pierced her stomach, buried to the hilt. Talon shoved the blade deeper. She gasped again, as he twisted it in her flesh. His face glowered with rage, and his crimson eye reflected her fading stare. She thrashed and struggled in his arms, but he clamped an iron fist on her shoulder, preventing her from pulling away.

      “You call yourself a god?” he snarled. “I have claimed one hundred victories in the arena. Did you think I would not know how to spot a trap? You can mimic her form, but you can’t imitate the bond we share.”

      She stopped struggling. “Does this fantasy not please you?” Her voice was no longer that of Salena. The sound of her words held no human intonation, no warmth or emotion of any kind. They seemed to echo and warp around him, coming from everywhere and nowhere at once.

      “Perhaps you would find another form more pleasing?” Her body rippled and shifted, the flesh rearranging itself into a new form… he found himself staring into Avra’s emerald gaze. “Tell me your name, Talon… your true name…”

      Another rippling wave ran through the figure before him. She became an older woman, draped in a white silk robe and jeweled battle harness. Her face was stern but kind. She reached up and caressed his cheek. “I can give her back to you, Talon. I can replace all the love you lost. I can give you anything you desire.”

      It was the woman he had seen in his dreams, the woman screaming his name as the rocks buried his life pod.

      Mother…

      With a cry of rage, Talon dragged the blade up, tearing open the figure’s torso. He pushed her back and she stumbled away from him. She fell to the ground with a thud. No blood spilled from her wound. Her head turned, and she regarded his panting body with a cold, impassive stare, all warmth vanished from her unblinking eyes.

      “Why do you refuse me? I offer you a paradise. I can you give you anything. Anyone. Here, you can be free.”

      “You offer nothing I want, god.” Talon spat out the words, as he wiped the blade against his leg. It was his habit to keep his weapons clean, but no gore stained the blade… it was as if it had slashed through thin air, rather than flesh and blood. “I see the emptiness of your illusions. This place is your cage… it won’t be mine.”

      “As you wish, warrior. But know this. I have enthralled life in this galaxy for countless eons. And I will do so long after your flesh has withered to dust. Countless souls have succumbed to my power. Their numbers are legion. And they do not take kindly to those who disturb their eternal dreams.”

      The woman’s flesh shriveled and collapsed. Her eyes sank into her skull, and a bubbling black slime erupted from their empty sockets. The same liquid fountained from her gaping mouth, and the dark gash in her torso. Puddles of the thick, oily fluid pooled around her corpse. Steam and smoke rose from the ground, as the ooze burned into the earth.

      A tremor ran through the ground. Talon took a step back. The sand and rocks trembled beneath his feet. A thunder-crack split the air, and a fissure tore through the ground. Smoke and mist poured from the gorge, clouding his vision.

      Another crack sounded behind him. The tremors increased, and the earth heaved and shook. As he struggled to maintain his balance, he felt something wet and cold grab his ankle. Glancing down, he saw a clawed hand, reaching up from another dark crack in the ground. The creature’s flesh was lumpy and gray, and coated with glistening slime. Its long, tendril-like fingers wrapped around his leg, pulling him towards the fissure.

      Bellowing a cry of rage, he slashed with his sword, lopping off the hand at the wrist. Glowing green fluid spurted from the stump of its arm, and a shriek of pain rose up from the shadows. He stepped away from the shearing rocks, as the thing pulled itself out of the fissure with its remaining hand. It scrambled over the edge, and lumbered towards him.

      Talon continued backing way, crouching low to maintain his balance as the earth shook and rocked around him. The creature before him could have been human, once. Its bulbous, pod-like head perched atop a narrow stalk of a neck. Lanky muscles quivered in its squat, barrel chest, and its long, gnarled arms and legs scrabbled across the dust. It loped towards him on all fours, but there was still something faintly human about its gait.

      Talon raised his blade, as the veined skin of the thing’s spherical head peeled back. Dripping strands of mucus and slime parted, revealing a single, cloudy eye. The glistening orb took up the creature’s entire head, and the iris around its thick, dark pupil was a pale, milky red.

      The creature threw back its head and wailed, though Talon saw no mouth that could produce such a sound. Then it charged toward him, its limbs pounding the ground like an angry gorilla.

      Talon drew his other blade, and sidestepped the beast’s charge. He ducked under the swing of the thing’s long, thin arm, and slashed across its stomach. A torrent of phosphorus blood stained the ground beneath it as it passed.

      The beast skidded past him. He swung around, stabbing his second blade into the thing’s back. He felt flesh tear, and heard bones crack beneath the force of his blow. The creature fell, sprawling into the dirt. It thrashed and wailed like a wounded animal, and its high-pitched screams felt like hot needles lancing into Talon’s ears.

      Another crevice split open in the rocks behind them. As the creature leapt to its feet, Talon surged forward, slashing left and right with his twin swords. The creature threw up its arms, struggling to block the curtain of steel before it. It took a step back… then another. Talon continued his relentless charge.

      The beast stopped, and looked down with its single massive eye… its clawed foot perched on the edge of the dark gorge. It snapped its head back towards Talon, and raked its claws through the air.

      Talon ducked under the swing and charged forward. He pivoted, smashing his shoulder into the thing’s withered, bony flesh with all his strength. The momentum of his attack shoved the creature back over the edge of the fissure. Its limbs flailed as it plunged into the darkness, and its final, mournful howl faded into a distant echo.

      Panting for breath, Talon saw movement to his right. He glanced over his shoulder, and saw more of the things, crawling up from the spiderweb of cracks in the earth.

      “The dreamers of Daizon,” he muttered. “So this is what happens to them.”

      He turned and forced his aching legs to run. He leapt across another crack that split the rocks in his path. Ahead of him he could see the statues, and more stairs carved into the rock plateau. A crimson glow lit up the winding path, emanating from the deep crevices in the rock walls. Shards of rock rained down across the triangle shaped entrance, as the earth continued to rumble and shake.

      Through the smoke and haze that billowed from the fissures, he saw glimpses of movement, more creatures, pouncing from the shadows. Their claws tapped against the ground as they scurried behind him, following his frantic charge. The sounds grew louder… More beasts had joined the fray. A pack of the horrific dreaming thralls nipped at his heels.

      Throwing his sword to the ground, he drew his pulse pistol. Risking a quick glance over his shoulder, he opened fire, sending a barrage of pulse bolts into the horde that thundered after him. The wild shots struck one of the creatures and it fell to the ground, rolling through the dust and rocks. He fired again, dropping two more of his pursuers into the dirt.

      Another gorge thundered open, tearing the earth before him in two. He leapt over it and darted left, moving closer to the plateau. He sprayed the air with weapon fire, firing left and right as more creatures leapt into his path. One by one he sent them flying to ground, cut down by the glowing bolts of his pistol.

      The entrance to the stairs lay only a few meters way. His eyes narrowed… He saw movement within the shadowy interior. Another creature, larger than the others, pounced from the stairwell. Talon raised the pistol and pulled the trigger, but nothing happened. Cursing, he glanced down at the energy meter on the gun… the power cell was empty. He dropped the useless weapon in the dirt, and drew his remaining sword.

      The beast slammed its clawed fists into the ground, and roared, blocking the stairs with its long, spindly limbs. Talon spun the sword in his hand. Reaching back with his arm, he hurled the shimmering blade through the air.

      The sword whistled as it spun toward the creature. The beast roared, and raised its arms up over its head, preparing to slash down at Talon as he resumed towards the entrance.

      Before it could strike, the spinning sword buried itself in the beast’s chest. A fountain of glowing blood stained the sand in front of Talon’s feet. He raced through the muck, a grim smile on his lips. The creature coughed a spray of blood, then crashed forward to the ground. Without stopping, Talon leapt up and over the warm corpse. As his feet pounded toward the stairs, he heard the pounding thud of the other beasts on his tail, vaulting over their fallen brethren.

      His feet leapt over sand and rock, and touched down on carved stone… he had made it to the steps. Whirling around, he drew his axe from his harness. The blade flared to life, bathing his face in a flickering orange glow.

      A curtain of dust and smoke hung beyond the entrance… a creature burst through, and scrambled towards the stairs. Another followed… then another.

      “Alright, dogs,” Talon snarled. “Who will come first?”

      A single beast leapt through the entrance. Talon swung the blazing axe. The powerful stroke sliced the thing’s head clean off. Its milky eye bounced against the stone floor with a wet thud, as more bodies piled into the dark, narrow corridor. Talon backed up the stairs, jabbing and slashing at the mass of glistening flesh below.

      A sea of spindly limbs and hooked black claws reached out for him. The blade of the plasma axe hummed and whined as he swung it through the air. Every blow of it lopped off more limbs, and his flesh was soon streaked with splashes of green and crimson… the creatures’ blood, mixing with his own. He swung again, sending a plume of fluid splattering against the stone walls of the stairwell.

      Another tremor shook the rock walls surrounding him. He squinted as dust and chips of rock pelted his face. He backed up a few more steps. A loud crack sounded from the wall on his right. Another fissure gaped in the rocks. A cloud of steam blasted forth, burning his skin and stinging his eyes. A huge crystal spire thrust out from the dark crevice, tearing through the rock walls like a spear thrown by the hand of a giant.

      Talon stumbled back, barely avoiding the razor edges of the rocks as they sliced through the stairway. He grunted as he fell back and struck the stairs, gasping as the air shot from his lungs.

      More debris fell from the darkness above, as the tiny passage shook and rumbled. He heard the wail of the creatures, the scraping of their claws as they squirmed under the crystal spire.

      He threw up his axe, holding the shaft horizontal across his chest as another beast leapt towards him.

      Its bony, tendril-like fingers wrapped around the hilt of the axe. Talon pushed up, holding the thing at bay. It wailed and thrashed, its single orb glaring down at him. The giant eye twitched left and right in its fleshy socket. The muscles in Talon’s shoulders and arms screamed in protest… the bar of the axe dropped as the creature put more weight on it. Its blood-stained claws skittered across the metal shaft, inches from his face.

      Another tremor rocked the passageway. Talon heard the crack of splitting rocks, and a blast of steam stung the left side of his face. He turned his head and saw yet another spiderweb of cracks, racing down the stone wall. Gritting his teeth, he roared in fury and heaved the axe up, lifting the thrashing creature up into the air.

      With a grinding squeal, another crystal shard burst into the stairwell. The razor-sharp tip of the gleaming spire pierced the squirming beast’s lone eye. The shard kept moving, dragging the creature off Talon, lifting it into the air. Talon gasped for breath, and staggered to his feet. To his right, the creature kicked and screamed, its gushing eye pinned to the rock wall by the jagged crystal formation.

      Talon turned and raced up the stairs, as the horde squirmed its way through the maze of crystal shards. The stairs led up to a square chamber. Dark, craggy stone rose up into the shadows, and another pair of giant statues flanked the stairs behind him. Chips and cracks marred the bodies of the lofty sculptures. Chunks of debris pelted the floor around him, dislodged by the quaking of the ground.

      The room shook again, and more cracks rippled through the towering stone bodies. Talon heard a loud snap overhead. He dove forward, as a stone arm the size of his body fell, striking the floor and exploding into a mass of jagged fragments.

      Behind him, he heard the beasts howling and scratching their way up the stairs. He turned and saw their shadowy forms, lurching closer and closer in the narrow, dust-filled frame of the stairway.

      He raced towards the fractured statue. Raising his plasma axe over his shoulders, he slashed sideways. The burning blade melted though the legs of the stone giant. A groan sounded from the rocks. The statue tilted towards him, leaning away from the walls.

      The howl of the beasts grew louder… they had almost made their way to the landing.

      Talon swung again, sending beads of sweat flying from his skin. He launched the glowing blade into the stone with all his might. More cracks exploded through the statue. The towering monolith swayed further away from the wall. Then, with a final grinding crunch, it toppled over.

      The massive stone figure crashed to the ground, crushing the lead creatures as they scrambled into the chamber. The impact shook the landing, and a cloud of dust flew up into the air. When it settled, giant fragments of stone blocked the stairway. Talon could hear the remains of the horde, wailing and scratching on the other side. They could not get through the fallen rubble.

      Talon!

      He grabbed his head, as the sudden shock of her voice burned through his brain. It was her… he could feel her presence. This time he was certain… This was no illusion, no phantasm.

      Salena…

      Talon, I’m here…

      He peered through the chalky haze in the air. More stairs curved away through the rock face at the opposite end of the chamber. The flickering crimson glow of the beam above cast rippling waves across the passageway’s narrow rocks walls.

      Powering down his axe, Talon raced across the landing. He leapt up the steps two at a time, ascending into the looming shadows above.
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      A hot breeze whipped through Talon’s sweat-soaked hair as he emerged from the stairwell. He stood at the top of the rock plateau, looking out over the vast, ominous landscape below. A temple of some kind stood on the flat surface of the rocks. Stone slabs circled around him, like the bars of a cage. A domed roof perched overhead, but the center was blown out, leaving a jagged hole in the middle. Chunks of stone and debris littered the ground.

      In the center of the columns, a pool of water shimmered on the ground. The crimson beam burst up from the dark, rippling waters, and through the domed roof. Looking up, he saw the ray of light travel up into the sky, piercing the swirling vortex of clouds. Against the black sky, he saw the glowing green planet of Vendaru. The colossal tentacles had latched on, and were pulling the planet closer to the crimson maw. It loomed overhead. Half its dense atmosphere was gone, jetted into space by the gravimetric disruption of the maw. It looked like a lopsided, half-deflated sphere.

      Dust fell from the shattered roof, as the ground rumbled again. Talon advanced towards the pool.

      “Salena!” he called out, peering into the shadows between the stone pillars.

      I am here…

      He approached the beam. There was something moving, shifting inside. The shadowy figure drew nearer, reaching out to him. He could made out her glowing eyes, and her long hair whipping behind her in the raging energy… it was Salena!

      She smiled. “Once again, Talon the Slayer has fought his way to the prize.”

      “When Sartarus took you, I thought…” His voice trailed off.

      “The bond between us saved me, Talon. It gave me strength, kept me from losing hope.” She raised her hand, and placed it against the edge of the beam. “Such a connection is rare… it is something to cherish. I will miss you, my friend. But now, the time has come…”

      “Miss me? What do you mean? Avra is here, with the Star Claw. We should leave this place before—”

      She gave him a sad smile, then looked up at the glowing heavens. “It is too late for me, my warrior. This pool is a portal, a mirror. I am a reflection, trapped between this world and ours. Once I entered, there could be no leaving its grasp. The power of Daizon surrounds me, and it is taking all the energy I have left to resist. And we’re running out of time. Look, above us.”

      Talon glanced up. Vendaru was rotating on its wobbling axis. The great green swirl of clouds was spinning closer to the devouring tendrils. Soon, the planet, and Prince Lucian’s forces, would be devoured, and sucked into the Crimson Maw.

      Talon could not suppress a grimace of disgust, as he imagined the hideous, dreaming creatures trapped below. Would the prince and his followers become like those things?

      “Every atom of matter Daizon consumes makes this place grow larger. Every soul it traps in its endless dream gives it power. If it continues devouring Vendaru and the fleet above, this prison will no longer be able to contain it. Daizon will be unleashed upon the galaxy.”

      Talon stepped closer to the crimson beam. He looked into her eyes. “We can’t let that happen.”

      She raised her hands, and her glowing eyes opened wide with concern. “Talon, stay back. If you touch the beam, you’ll become trapped, just as I am. The shard of R’kur… it’s the only thing that can safely penetrate the energy wall. I can use it in here, to close the maw, and trap Daizon once and for all.”

      Talon shook his head. “Salena, I don’t even know if I have the shard. I touched it, felt it burning in my hands. But when I awoke, it was gone.”

      She smiled. “Gone? Of course it’s not gone.” She lifted her fingers, as if she were caressing his face. The crystal in his eye pulsed with dark energy. Through their bond, he could feel the gentle touch of her fingers against his temple.

      “The Eye of R’kur guided us here,” she said in a calming voice. She lowered her hands, and he felt her warm, smooth touch move across the tattoo on his chest. “His claw gave you strength, allowed you to survive inside the Maw. But here…” The sensation of her fingers settled on his chest, pressed against his beating heart. “Here is where his power became a part of you. Now, it is time to release that power, Talon. Release the heart of R’Kur!”

      Talon felt a wave of heat rise in his chest, but it did not burn. Looking down, he saw a circle of light on his skin, radiating from where he felt Salena’s touch. Inside the beam, she drew back her hand. As she did so, the glowing crystal shard seemed to slide forward, emerging out of Talon’s body.

      For a moment he felt like he couldn’t breath… It was as if his body was suspended in a state between life and death. He was neither one nor the other, and a cold chill settled over his limbs. His arms and legs went numb, and he could barely move. He opened his mouth, but no sound came out… No breath was drawn in.

      Then the sensation passed. The circled of light on his chest faded away, then vanished. The blood circulated through his limbs, and he gasped for breath. The glowing crystal, the shard of R’Kur, hovered in the air before him.

      He grabbed it in his hands. As he plucked it from the air, he felt its sudden weight in his grasp, as if gravity had once again laid claim to the long crystal shard. As before, it pulsed with an inner fire, but now it was cool to the touch. He could see his face, his glowing crimson eye, reflected and multiplied in its infinite facets.

      He stared at it in awe. “How did you—”

      The chamber shook, as another tremor raked through the ground. Dust and chips of stone fell to the ground, as the stone pillars rattled and shifted. A dark fissure tore through the stone ground behind Talon.

      Salena glanced around at the chamber with a worried look, as the stones shook and crumbled. “Hurry, you must give me the shard. Then find Avra, and leave this place while you can. Once the maw closes, you’ll be trapped in here with Daizon.”

      “But what about you?”

      She tilted her head, and offered him a sad smile. “Don’t worry about me, Talon. I will finally be free. And so will you.”

      Talon clenched his jaw and fell silent for a moment. Another shockwave rumbled beneath them. He sighed, then nodded. “Very well. I… I will miss you.”

      He angled the shard before him, and touched its jagged tip against the crackling beam of energy that surrounded her. The energy wall seemed to ripple, and flow around the glowing crystal as it pierced the barrier. It sank in a few inches, then met resistance. It felt like pushing a metal blade against a powerful magnet.

      “That’s it! Just a little more, hurry!”

      Talon grunted as he pushed harder, forcing the crystal through the glowing haze. A chunk of debris fell from the ceiling, and struck the ground next to his leg. He paid it no mind, and dug his feet into the shaking ground. The shard sank deeper into the beam. Salena reached out for it.

      Glancing up, Talon saw movement in the glowing haze behind her. “Salena, look out!”

      Before she could grasp the shard, a slim, snake-like tentacle coiled around her throat. Her hands shot up to her neck as it yanked her back from the edge of the beam

      A dark, towering figure loomed over her. It was just a shadow, a faint outline in the swirling energy. Then the figure stepped closer, and the image cleared.

      It was Sartarus.
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      The tentacle that curled around Salena’s throat emerged from the madman’s arm. She struggled to breathe as Satarus retracted it into his flesh, drawing her closer. He peered into her eyes. “Still you forsake us, my wife? You deny your husband, your children?” He reached out and stroked her long hair. “Do not fear. Soon, we will be with you again. We will forgive your weakness.”

      “Sartarus!” Talon bellowed. “Let her go!”

      Sartarus reached up and grabbed his golden mask. With a hiss, he removed it, and let it clatter to the floor. The withered, scarred flesh of his face turned, and he regarded Talon with his intense, sunken eyes. “The Claw of R’kur. I was wrong about you, it seems. My apologies.”

      He raised his free hand. A bolt of lightening flew from his outstretched fingers, and pierced the beam. The crackling energy struck Talon, flinging both him and the shard through the air. With a grunt of pain, Talon struck a pillar and fell to the ground. The shard rolled from his hands, and clattered across the stone floor.

      A tremor shook the plateau. The dark crevice that tore through the floor now lay between him and the pool. It gaped open wider, and the sound of shearing rocks filled the air. Talon looked up, and watched as the crystal shard rattled across the ground. He staggered to his feet, but he was too late… the shard bounced over the edge, and plunged into the dark abyss of the fissure.

      “Talon the Slayer,” Sartarus growled. “All this trouble, caused by a mere slave. I should have killed you in that derelict temple when I had the chance.”

      Salena choked and gagged, gasping for breath. Her fingers scratched at the tendril looped around her throat. Sartarus lifted his arm, and the tentacle drew tighter as it lifted her into the air. Her glowing eyes bulged, and her legs kicked beneath her. “At least now you will bear witness. Before you die, you will watch Salena join with me, once and for all. She is mine, slave. Your so-called ‘bond’ means nothing. Together, we will become one with Daizon.”

      Talon looked up… the glowing green planet in the heavens above was half gone. Explosions lit up the night sky, as the remains of the two fleets were torn apart by the force of the maw.

      “Vendaru is almost gone. Daizon’s power grows. Soon, nothing will be able to stop it. And I shall have my reward.”

      Talon raced to the edge of the crevice, but another shockwave tore through the rocks. He reeled at the edge, struggling to keep his balance as the floor crumbled around him. The gap grew wider, and one of the pillars on the far side of the chamber room snapped in two. A torrent of stones fell to the floor, filling the air with dust.

      Peering down into the dark abyss, Talon saw something glint and sparkle… the shard lay perched on a narrow ledge of rock, running along the far side of the cracked earth. It shook and rattled on its perch, as another tremor rippled through the rocks.

      Talon stepped back, and took a deep breath. Then he charged forward, pounding his boots across the trembling floor. With a wild cry, he leapt in the air, and sailed into the gorge. As he plunged down, he threw out his arms, and caught the jutting wedge of rocks on the other side. His fingers dug into the ledge. His shoulders screamed in pain, and his arms jerked in their sockets as his body slammed against the unforgiving rock wall of the gorge.

      He slid down a few inches, but held his grip on the narrow ledge. Looking down, he saw his legs, dangling above a black, yawning darkness. Far below, a minuscule thread of lava and molten rock cut though the heart of the planet, and cast a dim light against the walls of the crevice.

      The muscles knotted in his arms  as he pulled himself up onto the ledge. He pressed himself against the wall, as another tremor shook the rocks. To his right, the ledge crumbled, and fell down into the abyss. The shard slid a few inches closer to the edge…

      He sidestepped along the narrow rock protrusion. Sweat beaded on his skin, as plumes of heat rose from below. He knelt down, and reached out… his fingertips were inches away from the jagged, glowing shard.

      The crevice shook again… more rocks fell, pelting his head and shoulders. The crystal sifted, sliding towards the end of the ledge. He took another step… his grasping fingers touched the cool, smooth facets of the shard.

      He snatched it in his fingers, and spun around, grabbing the rock wall with his free hand. Then the ledge crumbled beneath his feet, and he was falling. He plunged into the infernal abyss below.

      His fingers flailed desperately for a handhold as he scrapped against the rocks. Suddenly, he jerked to a stop… His fingers grabbed protruding rock, and arrested his fall. Sliding the shard into his harness, he reached up, and began to climb the rock face, hauling himself up a foot at a time.

      Salena, he thought… Just hold on a little longer!

      The wall was a steep, vertical climb, but the craggy rocks provided plenty of hand and foot holds. As he neared the top, he saw the crimson glow of the energy beam, cutting through the dust and haze in the air. He heard a sound, faint at first, then growing louder and louder… it drowned out the roar of the trembling rocks and crashing debris. A low howl rose from below him, echoing in the dark chasm.

      He turned and looked… At first he saw only darkness. Then there was movement in the shadows. Spindly arms, clawing at the rocks. A sea of eyes, each giant orb staring at him as they drew closer and closer.

      The dreamers of Daizon… Another horde of the monstrosities were crawling up from the chasm after him. Gritting his teeth, Talon renewed his climb, forcing himself to go faster. The edge of the gorge was within reach. One of his hands slipped, and he fell back a few inches. Grasping fingers wrapped around his ankle. He felt the sting of sharp claws, digging into his flesh.

      He roared in fury, as he pulled himself up over the ledge and heaved the shard onto solid ground. The beast dragged him back into the gorge. The howl grew louder, as other creatures scurried closer, more and more limbs flailing after his kicking legs…

      Suddenly, a brilliant white light fell upon the chasm. The creature that had grabbed him pivoted its single eye. Its giant black pupil shrank beneath the intense glow of a searchlight. The roar of engines filled the chamber, drowning out the howling creatures below.

      The Star Claw rose up, and hovered a few meters away from the edge of the plateau. Avra stood on the open landing ramp, clad in a battered enviro-suit. She raised a pulse rifle and opened fire.

      The weapon screamed as she sprayed a barrage of glowing energy bolts into the horde. The head of the nearest creature burst, splashing Talon with milky white pus and glowing blood. Its lifeless body fell away from him, and plunged back into the gorge. As it fell, it knocked two more creatures loose. They followed it down, kicking and wailing as they fell into the dark oblivion.

      Avra continued laying down a curtain of suppressing fire, as Talon pulled himself up and out of the crevice. Stumbling to his feet, he grabbed the shard and ran towards the beam. Inside, he saw Salena, still struggling in the tentacle's choking grip. Sartarus raised his free hand. A second tendril snaked out, joining the other wrapped around her throat.

      At the sight of Talon, her eyes glowed brighter and she ceased her struggling. Taking a deep breath, she lifted her arms… A curtain of blue energy wrapped around her. The spinning force wall severed the tentacles of Sartarus. With a pained cry, he limped back a few steps, and dropped to the ground.

      She threw out her arms, launching a beam of blue light that struck Sartarus in the chest. The powerful energy blast hurled him back into the crimson haze.

      Salena turned and raced to the edge of the beam. “Talon, there’s no more time! Give me the shard!”

      Talon hefted the long crystal shard in both his hands. He drove it forward, pushing with all his strength. The walls of the beam rippled and tore, as the shard pierced the barrier.

      She reached out and touched the shard. Talon felt a pulse of energy course through the glowing crystal. Tiny blue bolts cracked through his arms. He stumbled backwards, as the power surged through his body.

      A blessing from R’Kur… Her words echoed through his mind. Enough for one last portal… Goodbye, my warrior.

      As the wave of energy subsided, his vision cleared. He saw a dark shape stumbling towards her, looming up close behind her again. Talon thrust his arm out, but he was too far away.

      Salena!

      Sartarus threw his arms round her neck. “Enough, my wife. You will not take me from my children again! This ends now!”

      Salena grabbed the shard in both her hands. “I’m sorry, Lyko,” she whispered.

      She pulled the crystal into the beam. It flew forward and pierced her chest. She cried out as it tore deep into her flesh. Behind her Sartarus gasped…

      Talon could see the glowing tip of the crystal pierce Sartarus’ back. They were impaled together on the shard of R’Kur.

      Sartarus stumbled away from her, a dark, bloody hole gaping in his chest. Talon saw a light flickering within the wound… shattered fragments of crystal fell from his body.

      Salena lifted her arms. Despite her pain, a look of peace settled over her face. She closed her eyes.

      “The shard has destroyed your power source, Lyko.” Her words echoed through the beam, as if amplified by the energy within. "The dark energy is no longer yours to command.”

      A wave of light rippled around her, then exploded outwards. The color of the beam shifted, from crimson to electric blue. It expanded outwards, filling the temple with its purifying glow.

      Talon raised his hand, shielding his eyes from the intense glare. Behind him, the wave of light struck the creatures scrambling from the gorge. One by one they exploded, sending clouds of black ash flying backwards through the air.

      The wave struck the Star Claw as well, buffeting the ship. Avra grabbed a landing strut to steady herself as the vessel lurched in the powerful shockwave.

      A low, rumbling roar came from within the center of the beam. Talon spun around…

      “By the haunted stares,” he whispered.

      Salena’s body glowed white-hot. She rose up in the air and hovered within the swirling blue energy. Below her, Sartarus screamed in agony. His body seemed to writhe and decay, as if something was eating its way through his flesh. A swarm of tiny metal worms, nanobots of some kind, erupted across his body. They dropped to the ground, inert without a source of dark energy to power them. His skin began to dissolve and fall away, revealing desiccated tissue and bone beneath.

      He stumbled to the edge of the beam, his arms stretched before him as if to claw his way through. But his fingers burst into blue flame as they touched the energy barrier.

      Sartarus looked up at Talon as the fire traveled up his limbs. Within seconds, the blaze consumed his body. Even as his flesh burned, his brilliant sapphire eyes still held their intense, manic glare. Talon met their gaze, as they peered out from the man’s charred, blackened skull.

      Sartarus threw back his head and laughed. The chilling sound reverberated through the temple as his remains burst into clouds of ash. The dark, floating particles were swept away by the cobalt inferno.

      Salena curled into a fetal position within the beam. The shard seemed to expand and grow, surrounding her in a crystalline cocoon. The light pulsed and grew brighter within. Then it exploded, sending smaller shards screaming through the air.

      Talon stepped forward. He stared in awe at the being that emerged.

      Somehow he knew… This was R’Kur.

      The statues and carvings he had seen… he realized now they were crude, primitive attempts to capture that which could not be explained. The creature before him was a being of pure energy. He saw a glowing blue halo, arching over a golden triangular snout and crackling white eyes. Wings of teal crystal swept back from the swirling coils of its body. A galaxy of stars and planets swirled beneath the translucent skin of its flesh.

      Daizon devoured reality and replaced it with illusion. But R’Kur… R’Kur was creation itself.

      The great dragon of earth and sky would not be contained.

      Its body swelled, filling the confines of the beam. It spread its wings, uttered a screeching roar. Then it burst through the remains of the temple’s roof. Rubble exploded through the air, and pounded the side of the Star Claw.

      R’Kur ascended up the beam, growing larger and larger as it neared the Crimson Maw. Soon it blotted out the swirling vortex above with its shimmering crystal plumage. The dragon touched the heavens with its shimmering wings. And as it drew them together, the maw began to close.

      Talon fell to the ground. The tremors grew even more powerful, and the rock walls of the plateau crumbled apart beneath the seismic onslaught. The temple listed, as the ground beneath it broke and sagged around the blue beam.

      Looking up, he spotted the Star Claw, hovering a few meters away. It had drifted to the other side of the plateau to avoid the falling debris. Avra beckoned to him from the landing ramp.

      Grinning, Talon picked himself up and sprinted across the crumbling rocks. He reached the edge, as the stone pillars behind him collapsed. The remains of the temple fell into the shattering earth as he leapt into the air. His feet thudded onto the ramp, just as the plateau was at last devoured by the fiery abyss.
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      Avra grabbed his arm and helped him regain his balance on the ramp, as the Star Claw curved away from the falling rocks.

      “What the hell just happened?” she gasped, her voice crackling though the speaker in her helmet. “Where’s Salena?”

      Talon shook his head. “She’s gone. No time to explain. Did you fix the reactor?”

      “I rigged a bypass, but it won’t hold for long.”

      He nodded, pulling her into the ship. “Good. We have to get out of here before the maw closes.”

      She hit the ramp controls with her fist, and it banged closed behind them.

      She followed him to the bridge, and yanked off her helmet. “And if we don’t?”

      Talon sat in the navigation chair and powered up the holo-display. “We’ll be trapped here, and become one of those creatures you blasted.”

      Avra tossed her helmet to the ground as she settled into the pilot’s seat. “I had to ask. Okay, strap yourself in, Fledge first class. We’re leaving.”

      Talon buckled his harness as Avra grabbed the controls, and tilted the nose of the ship up. She grinned, and slid up the thruster power. “Sensors show debris falling from the maw. Hang on, this is gonna get rough.”

      The ship screamed up into the heavens. Through the front windows, Talon could see the opening of the maw ahead… it grew smaller as the curtain of energy surrounding it shifted from red to blue. The blue energy field rippled across the opening, severing through the massive tentacles. The withering, lumpy flesh petrified into cold, lifeless rock as they drifted into space.

      The massive stone limbs broke and crumbled apart, unable to support their own weight. Some of the fragments floated off into the void, but others fell back into the maw. The burning meteorites rained down to the surface, plunging through the toxic atmosphere.

      Avra piloted the ship around the falling rock fragments. Proximity alarms wailed, and smaller chunks of rock and stone pelted the windows. A crack appeared above Talon’s navigation station, but the thick glass held.

      “Shields are taking a beating,” she shouted. “It’s like the whole damn sky is falling on us.”

      Talon peered though the falling debris… the black hole ahead was growing smaller and smaller.

      “We have to go faster!” he shouted. “We’re not going to make it!”

      The ship wobbled as a meteorite struck the wing. Avra cursed and swung the craft to the right, darting around a fragment the size of a battleship.

      “I can’t go faster and dodge these rocks at the same time!”

      The ship spiraled around three smaller burning rocks, then straightened out, and continued charging up. The clouds parted around them as they neared the maw. Talon narrowed his eyes… the hole was even smaller now. He glanced down at the navigation display. The proximity alarm continued wailing, and warning lights flashed red on his console.

      “Avra, break off!”

      She glanced over art him. “What? We can’t just—”

      The circle of black space closed further, and the swirling clouds on either side filled his vision. He could barely see the opening ahead. “It’s too small, we’re not going to make it!”

      “Hundskak!” she cursed. She threw the ship to the left, and followed the contours of the upper atmosphere as the portal closed. The black circle of space vanished, and the beam of blue energy faded. Only the swirling clouds and the crimson sky remained.

      “Now what?” Avra asked.

      Talon shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      A blessing from R’Kur… enough for one last portal.

      He turned to Avra. “The portal drive… Salena transferred some energy to me, through the shard. She said it was enough to open a star-path.”

      “Open a path where? If this place really is another dimension, we can’t just jump back to ours.”

      Talon stared at this holo display. “She must have had a reason… There, what’s this?” he said, pointing to a blinking spot, deep within the planet.

      Avra peered over at the display. “Another gravimetric distortion. It reads like a portal, but it’s a steady signal. And it’s small… too small for the ship to make it through.”

      “That has to be it! Take us there, now!”

      Avra threw the ship into a steep dive. Talon flew back in his chair, as the massive G-forces pressed him back into the seat. They swooped between the falling rock fragments, racing back towards the surface of the planet.

      The ground sped towards them at a dismaying speed. Within the crumbled remains of the plateau, a circle of blue light glimmered within the dust and rubble.

      “There it is,” Avra shouted. “But I told you, it’s not big enough!”

      “It will be!” Talon slid his arms into the portal drive’s docks. He closed his eyes, and powered up the drive.

      Goodbye, my warrior…

      Talon felt Salena’s presence flow through him. The bond in his mind burned bright and strong. Then it began to fade, as her energy flowed out of his body and into the drive controls. Swirling blue symbols shimmered in the air within the tiny circle of light. Grasping the controls with the docks, Talon manipulated the star-path, pulling the symbols further apart and increasing the radius of the blue circle.

      The ship’s proximity sensors continued to wail as they dove closer to the ground.

      “Ground approaching,” Avra shouted. “Impact in nine seconds… Eight. Seven. Six.”

      The proximity alarm stopped its blaring. She glanced at her display. “By the gods…”

      She adjusted the controls, as the circle filled the cockpit window.

      Talon opened his eyes, and shot her a smile. “Victory or death.”

      She kept her eyes focused on the display as she made a final, minute adjustment to the controls. “Let’s find out.”

      The ship dove into the glowing blue light, and disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      In the space above Vendaru, a graveyard of crippled ships and mangled debris drifted through the void. The DNS Paladin, the battleship of Sartarus, listed at a wild angle as it tumbled end over end through the heavens.

      Inside, the pool in the chapel glowed a brilliant blue. The metal deck plates around it crumpled inward, as if tugged by the gravity of a black hole. Water sloshed over the edges, and spilled across the deck as the swirling circle of energy inside grew larger. Then the pool itself disappeared, and the glowing blue light engulfed the chapel. The portal grew further still, tearing though the bulkheads, and devouring the metal skeleton of the lifeless ship.

      With a shriek of wrenching metal, the Paladin tore in half, ripped apart by the star-path opening within its structure. The burning fragments of the ship drifted away from each other through space, as the Star Claw streaked out of the portal. The tiny ship sped away from the wreckage, and dove towards the remains of Vendaru.

      The glowing star-path faded, then reduced to a pinpoint of light. Finally, it disappeared. The remains of the Paladin spiraled around the devastated planet. It joined the other wreckage floating in the cold, silent depths of space.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        PLANET TAL ADAR

        Tygon Dominion Throne World

        Twelve days Later…

      

      

      Talon and Avra marched though the Grand Hall of the Imperial Palace. Images of Salena, Zobo, Avra and Talon shimmered in the air above them, projected for the crowds in the upper rows of the cavernous grandstands to see. The hall held over a thousand people, and their thunderous applause reverberated though the massive chamber.

      Talon tugged at the collar of his ill-fitting Dominion uniform. The white tunic was tight across his chest and neck, and his trousers appeared to be a size too small. He glanced over at Avra. Her long red hair spiraled up in an intricate bun, held in place by a pair of emerald-tipped pins that matched her sparkling green eyes. She wore one of her leather jumpsuits, but she had thrown a lush velvet cape over her shoulders for the occasion. The purple fabric billowed behind her as they continued moving towards the throne at the end of the room.

      “Why don’t you have to wear one of these damned uniforms?” Talon whispered as he undid the top button of the shirt.

      Avra laughed, but kept her eyes forward. “That’s what you get for walking around half naked all the time,” she whispered. “A battle harness and breeches is hardly proper attire for greeting the new Emperor.”

      “It was appropriate enough when he was a fugitive on Vendaru,” Talon grunted.

      More hover spheres flitted over them, dispersing clouds of glittering confetti through the hall. Talon brushed the shiny plastic bits from his hair, as they marched past a row of royal heralds. The musicians raised their long, curved horns in the air, and trumpeted a heroic march.

      Ahead of them, Lucian Tygon, newly-crowned Emperor of the Tygon Dominion, sat on a throne carved from pure bloodstone. Beams of sunlight pierced the skylights above. They struck the towering chair, causing the crystal to glow with a warm, inner light. Lucian’s royal guard flanked either side of the throne. The soldiers stood at attention, clad in white armor and red capes.

      Captain Javis stood at Lucian’s right hand, clad in the same style uniform as Talon. It fit him perfectly, and the only wrinkles in his tunic were caused by the bend of his injured left arm. It hung from a sling, still healing from the wound he sustained at Vendaru.

      Talon and Avra stepped up to the thrown. Avra performed an elaborate bow. “Congratulations, your Majesty. May the stars shine eternal on your benevolent reign.”

      She glanced over at Talon as she straightened up. “Like we practiced,” she hissed from the corner of her mouth.

      Talon folded his arm over his chest and gave a stiff, reluctant bow. “Your Majesty,” he muttered.

      Lucian leapt from his chair, beaming at them. He took Avra’s hand in his own.

      “My friends, please. Do not bow, I forbid it! With Kyr gone and his weapon destroyed, his fleet scattered like cowards. The people here on Tal Adar rose up against his garrison. The rest of the Dominion followed their example. We owe all of this to you. I thank you. My people thank you. You’ve brought peace to the Dominion, at long, long last.”

      He moved over to Talon, and held out his hand. “I’m sorry about Zobo and Salena. Their statues will join the hall of fallen heroes, here at the palace.” He glanced at Avra, and she nodded in return. “I give you my word, their bravery will never be forgotten. And neither will yours.”

      Talon took the boy’s hand and shook it. “Thank you. It was an honor to fight beside them.”

      Lucian smiled, and turned his eyes to Javis. “I promised you your freedom, Talon. And I'm a man of my word.”

      Javis marched over to them, and slipped a small, clear crystal from inside his tunic. The chip sat in a ring of metal, and tiny lights and circuits blinked along its outer shell.

      “This is your record from the Imperial Archives. This info-crystal holds all your blood scan data.” Lucian held it up. It sparkled in the beams of sunlight.

      He dropped it to the ground, and stomped on it with his boot. The crystal shattered, and the miniature circuits sparked and went dim.

      Another deafening cheer arose from the crowds in the great hall.

      “You are a slave no longer,” Lucian said, shouting to be heard over the crowd. “Wherever you travel within the Dominion, you shall be greeted as a free man!”

      Avra threw her arms around him and kissed his cheek. “Congratulations!”

      Javis leaned over and spoke into Lucian’s ear. “Your Highness, there is the matter of the other gift?”

      Lucian grinned. “I almost forgot.” He turned, as a royal porter approached them, and kneeled before the throne. He was carrying a small metal case on a velvet cushion, which he offered to the new Emperor. Lucian took the case, and opened the lid. He held up a small, white statue.

      “Salena asked that I give this to you, upon your safe return. She said you would know what it meant.”

      Talon took the statue from the prince’s hands. It was a carved figure of a man, holding a bow.

      “Orion,” Talon said in a quiet voice. “The hunter’s god.” He drew a finger across the stone. The chalky white residue on his fingertip slowly turned to black dust. “Caldurian stone.” He smiled. “This is the real thing, isn’t it?”

      The prince nodded. “Of course. It’s from the Imperial collection. But why did she want you to have it? What does it mean?”

      Talon sighed. “It doesn’t mean anything, Your Highness. Just a gift from a dear friend.”

      Lucian smiled and nodded. “I hope you consider us friends as well. Now then…” He held his hand over his heart, then gave them a brief bow before settling back on the throne.

      Javis snapped a salute to Talon, then Avra. The guards lifted their force pikes in the air, then slammed them down into the floor. The crowd stood up, and thundering applause filled the hall.

      Avra grabbed Talon’s arm. “That’s our cue to leave,” she whispered.

      Talon looked down at the statue in his hands. His gaze traveled to the shattered shards of the info-crystal, glittering in the sunlight. “Your Highness,” he called out. Avra bit her lip, but said nothing.

      Javis glared at him. “The ceremony is over sir. If you would—”

      Lucian waved his hand. “Let him speak, Javis. Talon what is it?”

      “A friend of mine once said, ‘There can be no freedom in a galaxy enslaved.’”

      Lucian nodded. “That sounds like something Salena might say.”

      “It is. You have kept your word, and given me my freedom. I thank you. But there are others who still suffer. Under Kyr’s rule, slavery has spread across many worlds. Men like my old owner, Rufa Omdura, grew rich off the blood of those who died in the arena. What of those others? Will you free them as well?”

      Javis rested a hand on Lucian’s shoulder. “Your Highness, now is not the time to discuss policy changes in the empire. There are many factors to consider before we—”

      Lucian looked up at his advisor. “Javis, I will address this request myself.”

      The older man stood at attention. “Of course, Your Highness.”

      Lucian clutched the sides of his throne. He thought for a moment. Then he looked Talon in the eyes with a steely stare. “What you say is true. The Dominion has suffered under Kyr’s rule. I do not approve of his laws, or these practices you speak of. Javis tells me this is a complicated matter, something we cannot change overnight. He means well, I know. But he is not Emperor. I am. And this is my responsibility.”

      He turned to the crowds in the stands. A hush fell over the hall. Thousands of people, shadows in the distance, both human and alien alike, all hung on his on his every word.

      “And so to you, and to all my people gathered here today… I herby proclaim that from this day forth, slavery shall no longer be tolerated within the Tygon Dominion. From this day forth… all men and women shall be free!”

      Applause drowned out the rest of his words. More confetti fell from overhead, and holographic fireworks lit up the dark recesses of the chamber. The heralds blasted another triumphant march, as the crowds embraced and cheered in the stands.

      Avra grabbed Talon’s arm and dragged him away from the throne. She glared at him, then broke into a smile and laughed. “You really like to push your luck, don’t you?” she shouted.

      Talon shrugged. “Like Zobo said… it’s not a bad thing to have an Emperor owe you a favor.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        PLANET KORAL

        Tygon Dominion

        A few days later…

      

      

      Dawn’s fire blazed across the morning sky. Vivid streaks of purple and orange splayed across the dark heavens, as the slate gray water slapped against the side of the hover boat. It was early, and the waves of Koral were still gentle swells, only a few feet tall. The gravitational effects of the planet’s three moons had not yet whipped them into a churning frenzy.

      Talon knelt on the rear deck and dipped his hand in the water. He cupped it, and lifted out a handful of the salty brine, letting it flow between his fingers, and splash back to the surface. Avra sat down next to him, and set a pair of metal spheres into the water. She slipped a plasma torch from her belt, and held the glowing tip over one of the spheres. An invisible stream of gas ignited, and a flame sparked to life. The air above the sphere shimmered from the rising heat and smoke.

      She stood up and watched as it floated away, bobbing up and down in the water. A projector inside activated, and a glowing figure of Zobo hovered above the flames.

      “May the golden stars receive you,” she said.

      She passed the torch to Talon, and he lit the second sphere.

      “May the golden stars receive you.”

      As it drifted away, an image of Salena glowed to life. The early morning light was dim, and they could see both flames burning bright as they drifted far into the distance. For a time, the two spheres bobbed next to each other, side by side. Eventually, the waves and the tide carried them apart. They continued on their separate journeys, until they both disappeared on the dark horizon.

      Talon and Avra climbed back onto the main deck of the small boat. The craft rose and fell with the motion of the water. They were in the middle of a vast ocean, surrounded by water on all sides. Rippling waves stretched as far as the eye could see. Avra activated the craft’s auto pilot. It hovered on a lifter field and sped across the water’s surface, taking them back toward the floating port city.

      She sat down next to Talon. They watched the sun rise, as sea spray kissed their skin and the breeze whipped through their hair.

      “Have you decided where you will go?” she finally asked.

      He nodded. “I’ve signed on with a compliment of Merchant Marines. They’re working out of the Free Consortium, guarding shipping lanes. I thought it would be a good way to see more of the galaxy.”

      “I’m sure the prince… I mean the emperor… would be more than happy to offer you a naval commission.”

      Talon shook his head. “No. No more favors. I’ve had enough of emperors and gods. Enough of destiny. I’ll make my own way now.” He looked up at her and smiled. “And what of you? The Star Claw is yours. Where will you take her?”

      She brushed a strand of windswept hair from her face. “I’ve decided to return to the Sorari training center. See if I can make things right. I don’t know if that’s even possible, but I want to try.”

      Talon nodded. “You’re one of the best warrior I’ve ever seen. They’ll be lucky to have you. When do you leave?”

      “Tomorrow.” She looked into his eyes. “And you?”

      “Tomorrow as well.”

      “Doesn’t leave us much time to say goodbye.” She leaned against him, and he slipped his arm around her.

      “That reminds me,” he said. “You told me Sorari take what they are owed. Well, I still owe you something. We made it back alive, after all.”

      “That’s right,” she said, laughing. “Your name. Your true name.”

      “No. My true name is Talon. Regardless of my past, this is who I am now. This is who I chose to be. But if you want to know my No’varran name, it’s—”

      She held a finger to his lips and grinned. “That’s not the deal. You said you would tell me when this is over.” She slid her arms around his neck. Her emerald eyes gazed into his dark, brooding stare. Her lips parted as she pressed her body against his. “It’s not over yet. We still have one more day.” Her voice lowered to husky whisper. “And one more night.”

      One night of pleasure, he thought.

      Talon crushed her mouth to his and drank deep. They slipped down to the deck, and she moaned beneath him as the boat raced across the waves. Above them, the sun continued on its path into the sky, lighting the heavens and burning away the last vestiges of darkness and night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Talon returns in…
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        The galaxy’s deadliest warrior is back… Talon is stranded on a hellish ice world infested with savage creatures. His only hope for escape is a bargain with a seductive queen, who may prove even deadlier than the planet itself…
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      Join the READERS GROUP, and you’ll be the first to know when it launches on Amazon!
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      Thank you for reading Talon The Slayer.  If you enjoyed this book, would you please consider leaving an honest review for it at Amazon?  Reviews are critical for helping independent authors bring their books to the attention of readers who might enjoy them.  I would truly appreciate it, and it can be as short as you like.

      
        
        If you would like to learn more about me and my books, please visit my website here, or my Facebook page here.

      

        

      
        Thank you very much.

      

        

      
        A. A. Warren
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        Thank you for reading Talon the Slayer. Talon’s adventure is just getting started…
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