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Preamble

A long time ago, in unmeasurable eons of time; not in some
distant galaxy, far, far away; but right here, in our own comismic
backyard; in our solar system... there was no earth.

Wait... Think about that. We assume the earth was always here
since the beginning of time, but the truth. It wasn’t. That means there
are stories never written, stories never told, and heroes lost to the void.

Look around today: barren planets, drifting debris, silence where
life should thrive. But these aren’t just empty spaces... They're clues!
Fragments of a puzzle.

This is where we begin: connecting the dots, filling the gaps, and
uncovering what the universe is still trying to tell us.

To grasp our place in cosmic time, imagine the galaxy as a vast
clock. Its minute hand sweeps through twelve constellations; the
Zodiac, marking a celestial cycle so immense, one full rotation spans
roughly 26,000 earth-years.

We live our lives within a single astronomical hour of this cycle.
An 'Age,' lasting approximately 2,160 earth-years. Right now, the
cosmic pendulum hovers at the twilight of the Age of Pisces. The dawn
of the Age of Aquarius glimmers on the horizon; though some argue its
first light has already broken through the darkness.

With this in mind, our saga begins in the Age of Gemini.
Though which Gemini age, even the stars might hesitate to say.

Backstory

By earth’s mortal count, the last age of Gemini dawned
near 6,500 BCE, when early humans etched twin gods into temple
walls. But the cosmic clock grinds deeper: 26,000 years prior, another
age of Gemini spun its tales of duality. And so it stretches back, epoch
after epoch, a hall of mirrors reflecting infinite twins.

So mark this well. | do not claim to know which age of Gemini
birthed our story. Only that it was forged not in millennia, but in
the breath of galaxies, ages upon ages ago.



You doubt me? The proof has been watching you since you
were born. Look up into the night sky!

Contrary to popular belief, our moon is no natural satellite. It’'s
the corpse of an ancient war machine; a weapon of unimaginable
power, a shell of its former self cloaked in cosmic dust. Whatever fate it
had covered it with a hail storm of debris. Those craters pocking the
surface? Not a single one is fresh. No wind blows there to bury the past.
Every scar was carved eons ago, frozen in silent testimony.

And consider this: Its rotation is too perfect to be chance.
Locked in precise sync with earth; one moon rotation to every thirty
earth rotations, it always shows us the same side. While the far side...
the dark side... remains in perpetual night. Its programmers called
it “Month,” for its thirty-earth-day cycle. This isn’t a quirk of geology. It's
engineering. Someone programmed this. But why?

That same someone also ensured that we never learn what
lurks on that endless dark side. Could there be surviving remnants of
past ages? Perhaps, what’s left of some civilization(s)? Think about it. If
the moon is artificial, it's also mostly hollow. There is not only the dark
side of the surface but also the dark (unknown) inside. This could house
a civilization(s) that’s been around for ages and want nothing to do with
savage humans.

But once... before time rusted its gears... this artificial leviathan
thrummed with power and had a much nobler purpose. It even traveled
between worlds; back when our solar system pulsed with life on every
planet... before there was an earth.

Now. As | was saying: A long time ago, in immeasurable eons,
not in a distant galaxy far, far away, but right here in our own solar
system, there was no earth.

Crucible of the Sun

Our saga begins many ages of Geminis ago, on the first planet
in our solar system: Mer’Kuri (mer-KOO-ree), the Scorched Jewel, the
Crucible of the Sun.

Mer’Kuri was a planet of extremes: one side bathed in the
scorching heat of the relentless sun, while the other was gripped by



frigid, perpetual darkness. Centuries ago, the Mer’Kurians adapted to
this harsh landscape, evolving dark complexions that allowed them to
absorb the sun’s radiation in minuscule amounts. This was a survival
mechanism; but it came at a cost. Prolonged exposure in the elements
led to death, an inevitable fate for many.

The Mer’Kurians live in magnificent underground cities, each
carved into the planet's rocky core. The ceilings stretch miles above,
glowing with the light of the sun, but without its searing heat and
radiation. These vast chambers illuminate the city below, while the air is
thick with the scent of metal and burnt ozone; a constant reminder of
the battle between life and death.

They emerge only at dawn and dusk, when the surface
temperatures are bearable. Over time, they developed domed cities
equipped with advanced shielding technology that provided complete
protection from the sun’s extreme heat and radiation. Beneath the
surface, a network of rail systems connects the underground cities to
the domed ones, offering transport at all hours. The royal elite, however,
have access to an exclusive teleportation system, a privilege that keeps
them separated from the masses.

Mer’Kuri's vast solar energy reserves have drawn the attention
of neighboring planets, leading to the rise of mining colonies and
industrial outposts. These reserves consist of stored solar power,
harnessed through advanced energy-absorbing technology. The
collected energy can fuel cities, power technology, and serve as a
highly sought-after resource for trade and industry across the system.

The Mer’Kurians permits outer-world mining colonies and
industrial outposts only under stringent conditions, harboring deep
resentment toward the outsiders' presence. To maintain diplomatic
relations, planets like Venus and Mars comply with the ruling council's
demand for a solar energy tribute. In contrast, the warlords of the
distant planet Xirath perceive this as extortion and conspire against
Mer’Kuri.

The Kurai Resistance/The Eclipse/The Shallit’Biru

Among the Mer’Kurians, the Kurai Resistance believe their
planet is being exploited and advocate for the expulsion of all outsiders.
At the same time, the ruling council secretly benefits from off-world



trade. So, they demonize the Kurai resistance while pretending to fight
for Mer’Kuri rights and independence.

The Kurai Resistance harbors an elite group of assassins known
as "The Eclipse." These practitioners of the Sha’darii (a secretive
warrior group that operates in the shadows) view the Sun (That
Mer’Kurians call “Ra”) as a gateway to a more formidable, enigmatic,
and malevolent force. One that is preparing the universe for a great
reckoning.

The true nature of the power of Ra is known only to the highest-
ranking Sha’darii zealots. They claim to hear the whispers of the
Shallit’Biru (their Savior, the Dark Overlord); a sound like a roar,
distant yet close, like a storm on the horizon. They believe it is only a
matter of time before their Shallit’Biru’s return.

The Eclipse will assassinate politicians or anyone else who
stands in their way. However, they are more than just killers. They are
fanatics who believe each assassination is a sacred act to prepare the
solar system for the return of their Shallit'Biru.

Eclipse Training

The Eclipse apprentice undergoes a rigorous and transformative
training regimen designed to harness the formidable power of Ra. This
training is both physically and mentally demanding, ensuring that only
the most resilient individuals ascend within their ranks. It has three
basic stages.

The Solar Exposure Trials is designed to acclimate the body to
extreme solar radiation. Initiates are subjected to controlled periods on
Mer'Kuri's surface during peak solar intensity. This process aims to
stimulate latent adaptive traits, enhancing their ability to absorb and
channel solar energy.

The Ascetic Practices are designed to cultivate discipline and
spiritual attunement. Trainees engage in prolonged fasting under the
relentless heat of Mer'Kuri's sun. This practice is believed to purge
physical and mental impurities, fostering a deeper connection with the
Sha'darii faith.



Meditative Immersion is designed to achieve heightened states
of consciousness and resilience. Through intense meditation sessions,
initiates confront their deepest fears and desires, often experiencing
visions interpreted as guidance from the Shallit’'Biru. This mental
fortitude is cruci al for executing their sacred missions.

Those who endure and emerge from this grueling regimen
exhibit near-superhuman capabilities:

e Enhanced Physical Prowess: Increased strength, agility, and
endurance, enabling them to navigate and survive Mer'Kuri's
harsh environments.

o Heightened Sensory Perception: Sharpened senses that allow
for acute awareness of their surroundings, essential for stealth
and combat.

¢ Solar Energy Manipulation: An adeptness at channeling solar
energy, facilitating the use of specialized weaponry and
techniques unique to the Eclipse.

Signature Equipment of the Eclipse include:

o Solar-Infused Blades: Weapons that harness stored solar
energy, capable of cutting through the toughest materials with
searing heat.

o Shadow-Daggers: Tools designed to absorb ambient light,
rendering them nearly invisible and ideal for covert operations.
 Stealth Cloaks: Garments woven with advanced materials that
bend light, allowing wearers to blend seamlessly into their

surroundings.

Eclipse are notorious for blinding their enemies with sudden bursts
of light and burning their opponents from within. The culmination of this
training not only forges unparalleled warriors but also devout adherents
to the Sha'darii faith.

The Solari

The Solari, known as the "Warriors of the Light," are a
clandestine order of Mer'’Kurians dedicated to harnessing solar energy's
benevolent aspects to maintain balance and renewal within the solar
system. Their philosophy stands in stark contrast to that of the Eclipse,
who perceive the sun as a tool of destruction.



The Solari do not worship the sun. Instead, they seek to
responsibly harness its power, viewing it as a source of life and
equilibrium. Central to their doctrine is the aspiration to embody the
virtues of Ata’rai Raenor, the legendary first Sunwalker.

According to ancient lore, Ata’rai Raenor traversed Mer’Kuri's
scorching surface at high noon without harm, having unlocked the true
secrets of solar mastery before vanishing into the sun itself. His legacy
serves as both inspiration and a solemn reminder of the profound
connection between the Solari and the solar forces they revere.

Solari training emphasizes defensive techniques and the
responsible use of solar energy. Key components include:

Solar Synchronization designed to attune initiates to the sun's
rhythms and harness its energy harmoniously. Practitioners engage in
meditative practices during sunrise and sunset, aligning their physical
and mental states with the solar cycle to enhance their ability to
anticipate and counteract threats, particularly those posed by the
Eclipse.

Defensive Mastery designed to develop techniques that utilize
solar energy for protection and preservation. Training involves the use
of kinetic energy shields capable of absorbing and redirecting attacks,
as well as the development of strategies to neutralize the Eclipse's
aggressive maneuvers without resorting to lethal force.

Artisan Craftsmanship to create weapons and artifacts from
condensed solar matter that embody the Solari's principles. Skilled
artisans within the order forge sunlight-reflecting armor and weapons
designed to absorb and channel solar energy, ensuring that their tools
serve as extensions of their commitment to balance and protection.

The Solari's secretive nature and formidable abilities have led to
mixed perceptions among the Mer’Kuri populace and ruling council.
Some view them as guardians and stabilizers within the system, while
others, noting that some Solari members are defectors from the Eclipse,
question their true intentions and fear they may incite conflict akin to
their counterparts.



This ambiguity compels the Solari to operate with discretion,
striving to demonstrate through their actions that their primary goal is
the preservation of harmony and the prevention of chaos.

The Solari's dedication to the responsible use of solar energy,
their rigorous training, and their complex role within Mer’Kuri society
underscore the multifaceted nature of their order as they navigate the
delicate balance between illumination and shadow destruction.

A significant aspect of both Solari and Eclipse belief is the
prophecy that at the dawn of each age, a champion will emerge to guide
the balance between light and darkness. This leads us to our story.

During one notable Age of Gemini, twin sons were born to the
Solari: Kael’Ryn and Xal’Zirath, known as "The Two Suns."

The Solari interpreted their birth as the fulfillment of the
prophecy, heralding a new era of enlightenment. Conversely, the
Eclipse sought to claim the twins, believing they could be instrumental
in ushering in their vision of transformation through destruction.

Although the twins, Kael’lRyn and Xal'Zirath, were born Solari,
the Shallit'Biru wanted them badly.



Chapter 1: The Two Suns

In the annals of Mer'Kuri's history, the birth of Kael'Ryn and
Xal'Zirath marked a pivotal moment, heralding the onset of the Solar
Wars. These twins, known as "The Two Suns," were born during the
Age of Gemini; a period prophesied to bring forth champions destined to
shape the balance between light and darkness. But before any of that
happened....

In the heart of the domed city of Baiae, within the expansive
estate of Councilor Alaric Thalos and his wife, Seraphina, the tranquil
night concealed an impending peril. The twin moons cast a silvery glow
over the meticulously maintained gardens, their light filtering softly
through the transparent dome overhead.

Inside his study, Alaric sat at his proudly decorated desk;
covered with trinkets made by his twin sons over the past few years,
sporadically placed across the surface. The ambient lighting cast
elongated shadows over the array of documents before him. The weight
of his responsibilities on the royal council bore heavily upon him. As he
massaged his temples, the door creaked open, and Seraphina walked
in; her presence offering a brief respite from his burdens.

Seraphina: "Al, it's late. The twins are fast asleep. You should
come to bed."”

Alaric: (sighing) "There's much to prepare for tomorrow'’s
council session. The debates over the off-world trade agreements are
becoming increasingly contentious.”

Seraphina: (moving closer, placing a gentle hand on his
shoulder) "Your work will still be here in the morning. For now, let the
night be ours."

He looked up into her eyes, the depth of their shared years
evident in the silent understanding that passed between them.

Alaric: (softening) "Perhaps a midnight stroll in the garden
before we retire?"

Seraphina: (smiling) "I'd like that."”

Hand in hand, they traversed the grand corridors of their
mansion, the ambient glow of the city's dome casting a dreamlike
quality over the interior. The vast garden awaited them; a sanctuary of



flora from across the solar system. Each plant meticulously cultivated to
thrive under Baiae's protective dome.

As they stepped onto the garden path, Alaric's brow furrowed.
The usual presence of their household guards was conspicuously
absent.

Alaric: (whispering) "Where are the guards?”
Seraphina: (pausing) "What's that smell?"

A faint, unpleasant scent drifted through the air, tinged with the
metallic hint of burnt ozone.

Alaric: (eyes widening in realization) "That's... no. Seraphina,
listen to me carefully. Go back inside. Take Kael and Xal to the panic
room. Lock yourselves inside and don't open the door for anyone but
me."

Seraphina: (confused) "Al, what's happening?"”

Alaric: (firmly) "There's no time to explain. Please, do as | say.
Now!"

At that moment, a distant explosion shattered the night's
tranquility, a plume of smoke rising from the far end of the garden. That
pungent smell intensified; the air grew heavy with the scent of burning.

Seraphina: (alarmed) "All"
Alaric: (urgent) "Go! Protect our sons!"

Torn between fear and trust, Seraphina hesitated for a heartbeat
before turning and sprinting back into the mansion. Her thoughts solely
on the safety of their children.

Alaric advanced toward the source of the explosion; his heart
pounding. As he neared the smoldering remains of the garden's
perimeter, the sight of two charred bodies, his loyal guards, filled his
vision. Their lifeless forms, a grim testament to the night's horrors.

Emerging from the haze of smoke and flickering embers, a
solitary figure materialized; a cloaked assassin. His presence exuding
an aura of lethal intent.

Eclipse Assassin: (voice cold and devoid of emotion)
"Councilor Thalos, Time’s up!"



Alaric squared his shoulders, determination steeling his spine.
He knew that confronting this intruder alone was a perilous effort, but
the lives of his wife and sons hung in the balance.

Alaric: (defiant) "You will not touch my family!"

The assassin advanced, movements fluid and predatory. Alaric
braced himself, ready to defend his legacy against the encroaching
darkness.

Inside the Mansion

Seraphina, driven by maternal instinct and urgency, raced up the
grand staircase to the second floor, her heart pounding with fear for her
twin sons.

Bursting into the twins' bedroom, she found 6-years-old Kael
and Xal nestled under their blankets; their faces serene in slumber. She
hurried to their beds, gently shaking them awake.

Seraphina: "Kael, Xal, wake up! We need to go... Hurry!"

The boys stirred, their eyes fluttering open, confusion clouding
their expressions.

Kael: (rubbing his eyes) "Mama? What's happening?"
Xal: (yawning) "l need to use the bathroom."
Kael: "And I'm thirsty. Can | have some water?"

Seraphina: (firmly) "All of that can wait. We need to get out of
here, My Loves... There’s no more time."

Suddenly, a powerful explosion resonated from downstairs,
shaking the mansion's very foundation. The walls trembled, and the
floor beneath them quivered. The boys, now fully awake, clung to their
mother, eyes wide with fear.

Kael: (alarmed) "Mama, What's going on?"
Xal: (breaking free) "I want to see!"

As Xal darted towards the bedroom door, Seraphina lunged,
grabbing his arm and pulling him back into her embrace.

Seraphina: "No! We have to stay together... We must hurry to
the safe room."



Gathering both boys by their hands, she led them out of the
bedroom. As they stepped into the dimly lit hallway, Seraphina's breath
caught in her throat. At the far end stood a figure cloaked in shadows; a
female assassin of the Eclipse. Her presence exuded menace, and her
voice was chillingly calm.

Eclipse Assassin: "Don't run. You might as well make this
easy."”

Seraphina positioned herself protectively in front of her sons.
Her eyes narrowing as she confronted the intruder.

Seraphina: "Who are you?... Why are you doing this?"

Eclipse Assassin: (stepping closer) "l am Nyssa Veylin of the
Eclipse. I'm here for your children."”

Seraphina's heart raced. Misinterpreting Nyssa's intent, she
believed her sons' lives were in immediate danger.

Seraphina: (defiantly) "You'll harm them over my dead body!"

Nyssa Veylin: (smirking) "You should be trembling with fear.
Why aren't you?"

Seraphina: (steadfast) "First, I'm a mother. Second, you
threatened my children. And third, the door was open... You didn't have
to blast your way in."

Without waiting for a response, Seraphina tightened her grip on
Kael and Xal's hands and turned, sprinting towards the staircase
leading to the third floor, where the panic room awaited. The assassin's
footsteps echoed behind them, a haunting reminder of the peril they
faced. Determined, Seraphina pressed on, her only focus; ensuring the
safety of her sons.

Back in the Garden

Alaric hesitated, his sharp eyes narrowing as he studied the lone
assassin standing amidst the smoke and embers. His jaw tightened. He
had expected threats. He had even expected retaliation. But not this.
Not an attack on his home, on his family.

The assassin took a step forward, his voice smooth and
venomous.

Eclipse Assassin: "We told you how to vote tomorrow,
Chancellor. You never gave us your reply.”



Alaric exhaled sharply, tilting his head slightly.

Alaric: "If my only duty is to obey your commands, then | don't
want the damn job. Why don’t you run for council, yourself?"

The assassin chuckled, low and sinister.

Eclipse Assassin: "Very funny. But we both know democracy is
an illusion. Either you do as we say, or | make tonight your last.”

Alaric’s expression darkened. His voice turned cold, unyielding.

Alaric: "I will vote my conscience. Unfortunately for you, that
does not align with your cowardice.”

A flicker of anger flashed in the assassin’s eyes.

Eclipse Assassin: (growling) "Cowardice?! My job is to keep
people like you in line!”

The assassin suddenly thrust his hand forward, conjuring a
swirling mass of fire. The flames roared to life, illuminating the garden in
a demonic glow. Without hesitation, he hurled the fireball at Alaric with
deadly precision.

Instinct took over. Alaric’s hands moved in a fluid motion,
channeling energy through his fingertips. A shimmering force
surrounded him, redirecting the fiery attack. The fireball arced back
toward its caster.

Caught off guard, the assassin barely managed to deflect it. The
fireball veered sideways, smashing into a nearby tree. The explosion
sent burning embers into the air, setting the tree ablaze.

The assassin's smirk faltered, replaced by something close to
surprise. He regarded Alaric with a newfound caution.

Eclipse Assassin: (intrigued) "Hmmm. You're full of surprises."
Alaric squared his stance, his breathing measured.
Alaric: "I'm sure you thought this would be easy. Who are you?"

The assassin straightened and cracked his neck before offering
a small, mocking bow.

Eclipse Assassin: "The name is Ruvan Khyros. Not that it'll
matter once you’re dead. I think | will kill you the old fashion way!"



Ruvan flexed his hands, rolling his shoulders as he assumed a
martial stance. His movements were precise, deliberate; those of a
trained warrior. In like manner, Alaric takes his stance.

Ruvan: (grinning) "I see your stance. | recognize you now. You
once trained with the Solari." (chuckles darkly) "I was there too. It’s a
shame you abandoned your training to be a politician.”

Alaric’s gaze remained locked on Ruvan. He steadied his
breathing, exhaling slowly as he shifted his weight slightly, preparing for
the inevitable clash.

Ruvan: (taunting) "You're old. You're rusty. And I'm going to kill
you now!"

With a sudden burst of speed, Ruvan lunged. Alaric surged
forward to meet him...

BOOM!

A fireball streaked across the garden and slammed into Ruvan’s
side, sending him flying across the courtyard. He twisted midair, using
the momentum to regain his footing as he skidded to a halt. Smoke rose
from his scorched tunic, but he remained upright, teeth bared in
frustration.

Alaric turned his head sharply, eyes scanning the darkness.
From the shadows, two armored figures emerged; Solari warriors. Their
radiant cloaks shimmered faintly in the firelight, their presence
commanding.

Solari Warrior #1: (calm, but firm) "Are you alright, Chancellor?"

Ruvan, now outnumbered, slowly backed away, his gaze
flickering between the three of them. He flexed his fingers, calculating
his odds.

Solari Warrior #2: (smirking, stepping forward, to the assassin)
"Going somewhere?"

Ruvan takes a measured step back, his stance cautious, his
eyes darting between the two Solari warriors who have just arrived. He
does not move to flee just yet. His fingers twitch as if readying another
strike. Then suddenly, piercing through the night air, a scream erupts
from the mansion.

A woman's scream.



Alaric’s blood runs cold. "Seraphina!” he gasps, his body
tensing.

Ruvan, hearing it too, exhales slowly through his nose. A sinister
grin spreads across his face. “Ah... sounds like my partner is making
progress.” His confidence returns, the shift in the battle turning in his
favor once more.

Alaric’s heart pounds. The realization slams into him; his wife
and children are still in danger. Without hesitation, he turns to the Solari
warriors. "Quick! Get inside!"

The first Solari steps forward, eyes still locked on Ruvan. "And
what about him?"

Ruvan stands tall, rolling his shoulders as if preparing for round
two. He is not running. Not anymore.

Fire crackles in his palms as he takes his stance once more.

Before Alaric and the Solari reach the house, Nyssa is slowly
exiting into the garden towards them. Ruvan watches her advance, his
eyes narrowed in anticipation. His stance is braced for the battle ahead.
Nyssa’s sinister grin only grows as she moves closer and closer; the air
around her is thick with an unnatural tension.

The Solari warriors glance at one another. They can feel it; a
strange energy building. The air grows heavy, like a storm is about to
break.

Alaric stands tense, ready to protect his family at all costs.
Nyssa stops, standing in the moonlit garden. Her body begins to glow,
an eerie, radiant light emanating from her skin, casting strange, shifting
shadows on the ground.

The first Solari whispers to his companion, “What is this new
trick?”

Just then, a wave of blinding light erupts from Nyssa. She
detonates in an explosion of raw, scorching energy, leaving only a fine
ash where she once stood. The garden goes quiet. The Solari warriors
stand frozen for a moment, wide-eyed and stunned.

"Did... Did she just...?" the second warrior murmurs, still
processing the unnatural power they just witnessed.



Suddenly, Seraphina arrives at the doorway. She looks bushed.
Ruvan was ready to attack Alaric and the two Solari from behind... but
Nyssa exploded.

Alaric rushes to Seraphina.
Alaric: “Are the boys ok?”
Ruvan: “Great family moment.” He slips off into the darkness.

The two Solari reach the door. Kael and Xal run up behind their
mother and smother her with hugs.

Seraphina: “/ don't know what happened. We were running to
the panic room; We never made it. The assassin caught up to us.
Before | knew it, Xal attacked her. She never knew what hit her.
Immediately, Kael followed suit. Both boys completely destroyed her.
She never had a chance. Who are these kids?”

The first Solari warrior steps forward, eyes wide, incredulous.
“Yeah... Who are these kids?”

Seraphina’s gaze flickers toward the Solari as they speak, and
then she looks back to Alaric, as if still trying to piece together what
happened.

The second Solari warrior steps into the house, glancing
toward the two boys who are now standing behind their parents, their
small hands clenched in fists, eyes wide and alert. "Then it’s true...
these are the..." He hesitates for a moment, looking at the boys with
something akin to awe. "The Chosen Ones."

The first Solari nods in agreement. “Their power is unlike
anything I've ever seen. The Eclipse... had no idea that they didn’t stand
a chance.” His tone is both admiring and cautious. “We’ve heard the
legends. Could it really be...?”

Seraphina looks at them, still holding Kael and Xal close. “I don’t
know what’s happening. But | know they’re my children, and I'll protect
them with my life.”

Alaric takes a deep breath. He feels the weight of the moment.
The whole night had changed in an instant. The fate of their family, their
world, may now hinge on these two young boys.

The Solari warriors exchange a brief glance. It's clear. The
legend was no longer a myth. The twins; far more than they appeared.



The Eclipse Domain

The chamber was vast and suffocatingly dark, save for the
unholy glow of the sunbeam that pierced through the void. It was no
ordinary light; it pulsed unnaturally, shifting in hue as if alive, a direct
manifestation of the Shallit'Biru’s will.

The Eclipse master stepped forward, his boots echoing against
the cooled and polished lava floor. He did not flinch as he passed the
scorched remains of one of his predecessors, a grim monument to
failure. The air reeked of charred flesh and final screams. The lesson
was clear; disappointment was not tolerated.

The beam of light began to distort, bending and crackling as an
immense figure emerged within it. Though merely a projection, the
Shallit'Biru carried such overwhelming presence that it felt as if he
were physically towering over the chamber. His form flickered, an
indistinct silhouette with burning eyes that held all the fury of a dying
star.

"You failed!" The words were simple, but each syllable carried
the weight of an emperor’s wrath. The master knelt immediately,
pressing his forehead to the cold floor.

"My Shallit, | beg forgiveness. The twins... My disciples failed to
take them!"

The voice thundered through the chamber, rattling the very
walls. The Shallit'Biru’s burning gaze bore down upon the kneeling
assassin. "Your failure has set my plans back, Master Veydris. The
Solari grows stronger by the day, and now Mer’Kuri strengthens its
defenses. Do you know what that means?"

Veydris swallowed hard, keeping his head low. "It means...
conquest will be more difficult."

The Shallit'Biru sneered. "It means, fool, that the window for
absolute dominion closes while the Solari strengthen their grip. The
moment the twins were revealed, we had one chance to start their
Eclipse training early. Now they will begin training as Solari and become
more than a threat to us!"

The projection’s form crackled as he extended a shimmering
hand. A lance of golden light struck the floor inches from Veydris’ head,
searing the stone with raw energy. The assassin remained rigid,
knowing better than to move.



"Tell me, Veydris," the overlord continued, his voice quieter now,
but no less menacing. "Do you have even the slightest plan to rectify
your disgrace?"

Veydris lifted his head just enough to meet the burning gaze of
the Shallit'Biru. "I do, my Shallit. | will not fail again."

A dark chuckle reverberated through the chamber. "You won't.
Because if you do, you will not have the luxury of becoming ash. | will
make certain your suffering transcends time itself."

The sunbeam pulsed one final time before shattering into a
thousand embers, casting the chamber into consuming darkness.
Veydris remained on his knees, the weight of his master’s fury pressing
upon him.

He did not intend to fail again.

Chapter 2: The Solari Trials, Part 1

The sun hung low in the sky, casting long shadows across the
training fields of the Solari. A gentle breeze whispered through the trees,
but it did little to alleviate the heavy tension in the air.

Kael stood with his arms crossed, watching his brother, Xal, as
he struggled to maintain control of the solar orb hovering above his
palm. The swirling ball of light flickered erratically, fluctuating between
blue and orange, almost as if it had a life of its own.

“Xal, focus,” Kael’s voice was calm, but there was an edge of
frustration in it. “You’re going to burn us both if you don’t learn to control
that thing.”

Xal’s teeth gritted. “I'm trying, Kael!” His free hand trembled
slightly, and the orb sputtered before roaring back to life, burning
brighter.

“You can't just rely on your emotions, brother,” Kael continued,
his tone firm but patient. “Solar energy doesn’t work that way.”

Xal’s eyes flared with frustration. “And when will you stop talking
and start doing?!” He clenched his fist, and the orb flared up, sending a
shockwave through the air. The ground beneath them cracked, and the
sky above darkened for a moment.
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“Enough!” barked the Solari instructor, Master Vaelin; a tall
figure clad in reflective armor. He stepped forward, raising a hand. The
air around them stilled, and the orb was extinguished. “Your emotions
are clouding your judgment. You must learn to control your power, or it
will control you.”

Xal’s chest heaved as he stared down at his hands, the raw
power flickering within him like an untamed beast. “It’s not that simple. |
don’t see why we have to do these trials anyway. We’re the Chosen
Ones. Remember?”

“You’re right,” Kael interjected, his voice steady. “But we can’t
afford to make mistakes like this; not when the Eclipse are after us.”

Master Vaelin nodded, turning his gaze to Kael. “You're right.
Both of you must be ready. There is no room for failure.” Turning his
gaze toward Xal, “And Xal. Although you are one of the Chosen, you
must still train and fine-tune your skills.”

Xal: “When we were only six-years-old, we defeated a trained
Eclipse assassin.”

Master Vaelin: “Yes, you did. But that was eight years ago, and
you caught that assassin completely by surprise. And she was not a
master. Her level was intermediate, at best. A master would have
treated you like the children you were.”

At that moment, the ground trembled. It wasn’t a gentle shift... It
was violent, as though something massive had moved beneath them.
Xal and Kael both snapped their heads toward the horizon. A distant
explosion rattled the air.

“That was no accident,” Kael muttered under his breath. Master
Vaelin’s eyes darkened. “The Eclipse... They’re here! Get to the shelter.
Now.”

Xal: “Why do we have to run from them?... I'm tired of running!”

Master Vaelin: “There are plenty of Solari who can handle this
threat. You are still a child. We won’t risk you or Kael getting hurt... or
possibly killed.

Xal looked at Kael. There was nothing they could do. The trio
headed toward the hidden sanctuary. Kael’s heart raced... not just from
the adrenaline of the attack, but from a growing sense of unease. The
Eclipse knew where they were. And worse... After eight years... they
were still being hunted.
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The Luncheon - A Private Encounter

The grand dining hall of the Celestial Embassy shimmered with
golden light. A high-vaulted ceiling, adorned with intricate solar motifs,
stretched above a long, elegant table where the political elite of the
system had gathered. Councilor Alaric and Seraphina host a diplomatic
luncheon that drew representatives’ primarily from Mars and Venus.

The grand hall buzzes with the polite murmurs of diplomats, the
clinking of silverware against porcelain, and the occasional burst of
laughter as glasses are raised in cautious camaraderie. Political
tensions are carefully veiled behind courteous smiles.

Seraphina steps away from the main table, needing a break
from the carefully orchestrated ballet of politics. She moves toward a
balcony overlooking the city’s shimmering skyline. The air is crisp
beneath the domed enclosure, the glow of Mer’Kuri’s twin moons
reflecting in the glass.

Then... footsteps. She knows before turning who it is.
Seraphina: “Dain Varros.”

The Martian diplomat leans casually against the doorway,
dressed in the fine, deep-red attire of his station. He has barely aged...
time has only sharpened his features, making him look even more
distinguished.

Dain: “You still leave the crowd when you think no one is
watching.”

Seraphina doesn't flinch. She exhales and straightens, turning
just enough to meet his gaze.

Seraphina: “And you still follow when you think no one will
notice.”

A smirk tugs at the corner of Dain’s lips. He steps closer.

Dain: “Old habits.” (His voice lowers, carrying a weight that only
she would recognize.) “I thought perhaps we could share a drink... for
old time’s sake.”

She tilts her head, folding her arms, unimpressed.

Seraphina: “Dain, if you want to reminisce, | suggest you find
someone else. I've already buried the past where it belongs.”
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He chuckles, but there’s something in his eyes; a flicker of
something real, something unguarded.

Dain: “Buried? That’s such a final word. You and I, we never
ended. You just...” (he exhales, almost amused at his own choice of
words) “... escaped.”

Her jaw tightens. He hasn’t changed. Always playing with words,
twisting meaning, bending perception.

Seraphina: “Escaped? No, Dain. I chose. And that choice
wasn’t you.”

His smirk fades slightly, and for a moment, just a moment,
there’s something else behind his gaze. Regret? Resentment?

Then... it vanishes.

Dain: “Alaric.” (He nods as if confirming something to himself.)
“It’s funny... A man with no ambition. A man who, if he had stayed with
the Solari, could have been great. Instead, he plays at politics with a
conscience too heavy for his own good.”

Seraphina takes a step forward.

Seraphina: “And yet, despite all your ambition, despite all your
clever schemes, it's his name | wear, his children | protect, and his life |
chose to build. So tell me, Dain... who really won?”

A pause.
Along one.

Dain’s jaw clenches slightly, but he recovers, offering a slow,
mocking clap.

Dain: “Well played.”

He steps back, feigning nonchalance. Then, just before he turns
to leave, his voice drops to a near whisper.

Dain: “Enjoy your victory while you can, Seraphina. The future
belongs to those who take it.”

And with that, he disappears into the crowd once more, leaving
behind the lingering scent of Martian spice and a threat disguised as
parting words.
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Seraphina lingers on the balcony for a moment longer, exhaling
as Dain’s words settle in her mind. She had expected arrogance,
expected manipulation... but there was something else in his parting
tone. A promise. A warning.

The Training Grounds - Interrupted

Kael and Xal are in their next training session with Master Jorik.
The sun blazed high in the sky, the merciless heat baking the rocky
training ground where they stood; sweat beading on their brows. For
some reason, the Eclipse simply just... vanished.

Master Jorik circled them like a predator, his sharp eyes
analyzing every movement.

Master Jorik: “Again.”

Kael lunged first, his blade a blur. Xal followed immediately,
striking at Jorik’s flank. But the seasoned warrior was faster. With a deft
step, he knocked Kael's weapon aside and pivoted just in time to block
Xal's attack. With one sweeping motion, he sent both twins stumbling
back.

Master Jorik: “Sloppy.”

Xal exhaled sharply, frustration flashing across his face.
Xal: “We’re adapting, just like you taught us.”

Master Jorik frowned but gave a small nod.

Master Jorik: “Better. Much better... But in real combat,
adaptation isn’t enough to survive. You need to...”

A sharp whistle cut through the air. Jorik’s head snapped up. The
twins felt it too... an eerie shift in the atmosphere.

Then, a loud scream of agony. A man’s scream.

Suddenly, a fireball ripped through the eastern perimeter of the
training grounds. The force sent a shockwave through the earth,
throwing dust and debris into the sky. The trainees nearby scrambled,
shouting warnings.

Master Jorik immediately shoved the twins behind him, his eyes
locking onto the figure emerging from the smoke.
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Alone Eclipse assassin stepped forward, his black armor
gleaming under the harsh suns. Unlike the assassin from their
childhood, this one carried a different presence... calculated, patient,
deadly.

Eclipse Assassin: (mockingly) “Well, well... My, have the
prodigies grown.”

Kael clenched his fists, fire flickering at his fingertips. Xal
instinctively shifted into a defensive stance.

Master Jorik’s expression darkened.

Master Jorik: “Varek! So... the attack was just a distraction. |
was wondering why the Eclipse withdrew... without a real fight. How did
you get past the perimeter?”

The assassin Varek smirked, lifting his hand to show a bloodied
insignia; the mark of a fallen Solari guard. The scream they just heard.

Varek: “You trained the twins well, Master Jorik. But today, I'm
taking them.”

A chilling silence followed.
Then... without warning... the assassin struck.

A volley of black flames erupted from his hands, cutting through
the dust-filled air like spears. Master Jorik moved instantly, shoving the
twins aside before countering with a fierce blast of his own, their flames
clashing midair in an explosion of heat and energy.

Kael and Xal hit the ground but rolled to their feet.

They weren’t children anymore. They had trained for this.
Xal's eyes flashed as he turned to his brother.

Xal: “You take left. | take right.”

Kael gave a quick nod, his stance lowering.

Master Jorik barked an order... “Stay back!”... but the twins
had already moved.

The battle had begun.
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Chapter 3: The Solari Trials, Part 2
The rustling of fabric and the firm, measured sound of footsteps
pull her from her thoughts. She doesn’t need to turn to know who it is.
Alaric: “Dain Varros.”

His voice is low, unreadable, but Seraphina can hear the
restrained edge in it.

She turns to face him, taking in the way his shoulders are
squared, his expression composed but tense. He stands in the dim glow
of the city lights, his councilor’s robe brushing against the polished floor.

Seraphina: “He was just leaving.”

Alaric’s gaze flickers past her, toward the direction Dain had
gone, before settling back on her.

Alaric: “l saw you step away. | knew he’d come after you.”
Seraphina tilts her head, smirking just slightly.

Seraphina: “/ handled it.”

Alaric: (softly, but firm) “/ know.”

He steps closer, searching her face as if looking for any lingering
disturbance. She meets his gaze, unwavering.

For all his political skill, for all his training... he is terrible at
hiding his emotions from her. She can see the restraint in his eyes, the
quiet frustration that Dain still circles their lives like a vulture.

She reaches for his hand, lacing her fingers with his.
Seraphina: “Don't let him get to you.”

Alaric exhales, shaking his head slightly before pressing a brief
kiss to her forehead.

Alaric: “I won’t. But that doesn’t mean I trust him.”
He pulls away just enough to look her in the eyes.
Alaric: “Come. The others are waiting.”

With his hand at the small of her back, he guides her inside.
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As they reenter the banquet hall, conversation hums around
them. The diplomats from Mars and Venus sit in polite discourse,
glasses raised in half-hearted toasts. Tension lingers beneath the
surface... hidden beneath measured words and well-rehearsed smiles.

Seraphina settles into her seat beside Alaric. Across the table,
the Martian delegation eyes them with veiled interest. Among them,
Dain sits, swirling his wine in his glass, his expression unreadable.

And then... he lifts his glass slightly in their direction.
A knowing smirk. A silent challenge.

Alaric doesn’t react. But beneath the table, Seraphina feels his
fingers tighten ever so slightly around hers.

The game is afoot.

The Martian envoy, Minister Lliombros, a tall man with a
chiseled jaw and piercing amber eyes, leaned forward, his fingers
tapping rhythmically against his goblet. "Chancellor Alaric, we must
discuss Mer’Kuri’s stance on the Eclipse faction. Mars sees them as a
stabilizing force, not a threat.”

Alaric calmly set down his own drink, leveling a gaze at the
Martian. "A stabilizing force? Hardly. They burned my home and tried to
kidnap my children. Forgive me if | find their methods... unpalatable.”

A soft chuckle came from across the table. Lady Selene of
Venus, clad in flowing silver robes, swirled her wine as she spoke.
"Gentlemen, must we always speak in absolutes? Conflict breeds
opportunity, and the Eclipse, whether we like it or not, is a part of this
era’s shifting power balance.”

Seraphina tensed beside her husband, her grip tightening on the
stem of her glass. "Opportunity for whom, Lady Selene? Venus has
remained neutral, yet you sit here advocating for chaos."

Llombros smirked, clearly enjoying the rising tension.
"Chancellor, let’s be frank. The Solari are just as much a militant faction
as the Eclipse. The only difference is that they hide behind their so-
called righteousness. If war comes, we will all have to choose a side.
And Mars will not side with an ideal. We side with strength."”

Alaric narrowed his eyes. "And what are you implying, Minister?
That Mars will side with those who attacked my family?"
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Llombros raised his goblet in a mock toast. "I'm saying that
power does not respect sentiment. If Mer’Kuri refuses to take control of
its own radicals, others might be forced to step in."

The veiled threat was clear. Seraphina set her drink down with
controlled grace, though a fire burned behind her eyes. “Minister
Llombros, My sons are not radicals.” The Martian leaned back; his
smirk unfaltering. "That remains to be seen."”

Before Alaric could respond, a diplomatic aide approached and
whispered something in his ear. His expression darkened. Seraphina
turned to him, sensing the shift. "What is it?"

Alaric exhaled sharply before rising from his seat. "We may
need to cut this luncheon short. It seems an incident has occurred near
the Solari training grounds." Lady Selene arched a delicate brow. "Oh?
I do hope it’s nothing serious.”

Llombros merely chuckled, a knowing gleam in his amber eyes.
"Yes, Chancellor. Do take care. The future of Mer’Kuri depends on it."

As Alaric and Seraphina made their swift exit, they both knew...
this was far from over.

Twin Suns and Shadows

Master Jorik decided to step back and let the twins do their
thing. He noticed... when they get mad... they’re near unbeatable.

Varek: “Don’t worry, Jorik... | won’t hurt them too bad... The
Shallit'Biru wants them intact.”

Kael and Xal moved in sync, their training kicking in as they
advanced on Varek. The ground beneath them trembled with each step,
the air thick with the heat of their powers and the crackle of battle.

Varek smiled darkly as the twins approached, their eyes glowing
with the intensity of their solar energy. He was calm, unfazed by the two
young warriors who had long since outgrown their childhood.

Varek: “Impressive. But you're still children.”

With a flick of his wrist, Varek unleashed another blast of black
flames. The fire billowed toward Kael, who swiftly dodged to the side,
his solar-infused blade flashing as he parried the attack. Xal wasn’t as
quick, but he used the energy of the strike to redirect it into the ground,
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causing the earth beneath them to erupt in a fiery explosion of shattered
rocks and molten lava.

The twins had learned to work as one. Where one lacked, the
other compensated, and together, they were an unstoppable force.

Kael: “Xal, now!”

Without hesitation, Xal dashed forward, leaping into the air with
a grace that defied the burning landscape around them. He twisted
midair and aimed a concentrated blast of solar energy directly at Varek.

But the assassin was faster than expected. He spun on his heel,
a dark shield of energy forming around him just as Xal’s attack collided
with it. The blast was absorbed, and Varek grinned, his teeth glinting.

Varek: “You'll need more than that.”

Kael surged forward in the same instant, his blade raised high,
cutting through the hot, oppressive air. He aimed for Varek’s chest, a
fatal strike... but Varek anticipated it. With inhuman speed, the assassin
sidestepped, his arm flicking out like a snake. The hidden blade in his
gauntlet swiped at Kael’s torso.

Kael blocked, but the force of the blow knocked him back, his
body crashing into the ground. The air knocked from his lungs, and he
gasped, struggling to regain his footing.

Xal: “Kael!”

Varek didn’t give them a moment to regroup. With a growl of
frustration, he thrust his palm forward, sending a wave of black energy
surging toward the twins. Xal managed to throw up a kinetic shield, but
the impact sent them both tumbling back, their bodies burning from the
force of the blast.

Varek slowly advanced, his eyes gleaming with cold intent.

Varek: “You're strong, but not strong enough. I'll take you both
back to the Shallit'Biru. You will serve his cause!”

But the twins didn’t flinch. They were not the same boys they
had been. Their powers were no longer raw; they were focused, honed.
The fire within them burned brighter than ever.

Kael: “You'll never get us.”

Xal: “We’re not your pawns.”
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The twins locked eyes, an unspoken understanding passing
between them. They had faced worse odds before. They could do this.

Kael’s eyes sparked with golden light. He held his blade high,
and the energy around it swirled like a storm, pulling in the power of Ra.
He swung it down, unleashing a beam of concentrated light that cut
through the dark energy in Varek’s path.

Xal followed suit, launching a torrent of solar energy from his
hands that struck Varek’s shield with explosive force.

For a moment, Varek faltered, his shield flickering. The
assassin’s eyes widened as he realized... he may have underestimated
the twins.

Varek: “No...”

But it was too late. The twins unleashed everything they had left;
their combined attack breaking through Varek’s defenses. The blast hit
him square in the chest, throwing him back violently.

He crashed to the ground, rolling to a stop several yards away.
The air around him sizzled with the residual heat from the attack.

Varek groaned, struggling to rise, but it was clear he was
defeated; his body smoking and charred from the intensity of the blast.
He slowly stood; his eyes flickering with frustration and disbelief.

Varek: “This... isn’t over.”

Kael and Xal stood, their chests heaving as they caught their
breath.

Xal: “It is for now.”

Solari warriors had been quietly gathering to watch the battle
from the sidelines. They only interfere when a trained assassin attacks
a defenseless civilian. They also knew better than to waste time on a
weakened foe. They allowed Varek to leave.

Solari Warrior: “You'll live to fight another day, assassin. But not
today.”

Varek hesitated. The energy around him crackled as he weighed
his options. Finally, he gave a slight bow of his head, a signal of respect
for the twins’ power. Varek then vanished into the shadows, using his
skills to seemingly teleport away. The battle was over... for now.
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The Luncheon - A Private Encounter (Concluded)

Alaric’s stride was quick, his mind racing with the implications of
what had just been said. The Martian envoy’s words were no longer just
rhetoric; they were a veiled threat that could push the political balance
even further out of their control. He glanced at Seraphina, who was
walking beside him, her expression set in that familiar mixture of
concern and determination.

As they approached the exit, Alaric’'s communicator buzzed once
more, a soft, urgent pulse that cut through the tension of the moment.
He reached for it, activating the device with a swipe of his hand.

Alaric: “Report.”

The voice on the other end was sharp and clipped, as it always
was in moments of danger.

Security Officer: “Chancellor, I'm sorry to bother you. There
was trouble at the Solari training ground, but it has been contained.”

Alaric: “Are they okay?”

Security Officer: “Yes. Thanks to them, everything is fine.”

Varek’s Failure

The chamber was vast, its high walls pulsing with an eerie
crimson glow. Wisps of black smoke curled along the floor, remnants of
the incinerated figure that had stood there before. The heavy scent of
charred flesh lingered in the air.

Varek stepped forward; his boots echoing on the flawlessly
smooth tiles. He forced his expression into a mask of calm, though his
senses screamed danger. He had failed, and the Shallit'Biru did not
tolerate failure.

At the heart of the chamber, a massive, floating sphere of
searing golden light radiated power. The silhouette of a figure
shimmered within; a presence projected through the sun itself.

The Shallit'biru.

21



A voice, layered with ancient tones, crackled through the
chamber. "You failed, Varek. Just as Veydris did before you. Yet you
still live. Why?"

Varek knelt; his head bowed low. "My Shallit, | return not to
excuse my failure, but to serve still. The twins are more powerful than
anticipated."

The golden light flared, and the voice darkened. "Excuses! |
gave you a simple command: Recruit the Two Suns into the Eclipse
before they rise. Now they will be harder to extinguish. And because of
this, our conquest is delayed."

Varek dared to glance upward. "The Kurai still serve our
purpose. The resistance continues to weaken Mer’Kuri’s grasp...”

"The Kurai are insects," the Shallit'Biru spat, resonating with
fury. "Their vision is pitiful. They seek only to expel the outer-worlders
from their soil. They are not conquerors. They are not worthy."

A sickening crack split the air as an unseen force gripped Varek,
lifting him from his knees. He gasped; his breath stolen by the invisible
grasp. "We... We can still use them," he rasped.

The Shallit'Biru's image flared brighter. "No. We eliminate
them. They are pawns. And pawns are discarded once their purpose is
served. Mer’Kuri does not belong to them. It belongs to me!"

With a sudden release, Varek crumpled to the floor, gasping for
air. The golden light dimmed slightly; the overlord’s fury momentarily
restrained.

"Commander Heldrang will lead the next phase!" the
Shallit'Biru declared. The (female) commander enters the room and
stands at attention.

"We will cleanse Mer’Kuri of the Kurai first. Then, we move on to
the Solari and the Council. The Eclipse rises alone.”

Varek bowed lower, now understanding the new order. "It will be
done, My Shallit."

The golden sphere pulsed one final time before vanishing,
leaving the chamber in suffocating darkness.

The battle for Mer’Kuri had begun.
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Chapter 4: The Breaking Point

The Grand Council Chamber of Mer’Kuri was a marvel of
architecture, its vast dome reflecting the warm glow of artificial sunlight.
The walls were lined with intricate murals depicting the planet’s history,
from its ancient warring tribes to the formation of the modern planetary
government. The chamber’s very design was meant to inspire unity.
Though tonight, unity was fraying at the seams.

Councilors sat in a semicircle around a grand table, their robes
of office reflecting their station. The discussion had long turned heated,
as it often did when the topic of the Kurai resistance arose.

At the center of it all was Alaric Thalos, his expression carefully
measured as Minister Llombros leaned forward.

“I must insist, Chancellor,” Liombros said, his voice carrying a
sharp, almost taunting edge. “Mars has invested much in Mer’Kuri’s
stability. If your government cannot control the radicals who threaten
that stability, then we may be forced to do it ourselves.”

Alaric exhaled sharply. “Mars has no right to dictate how we
handle our own people.”

“Then handle them,” Liombros shot back. “Before they handle

”

you.

A low murmur spread through the chamber, some councilors
nodding in agreement, others whispering among themselves.

Councilor Daelon Ghos, an elder statesman known for his
unwavering stance against the Kurai, slowly rose to his feet. The
chamber quieted as he spoke.

“Mer’Kuri must not bow to radicals, nor allow itself to become a
battlefield for warring factions,” he declared. “We cannot bend to threats
from the Kurai nor from...”

A sharp crack split the air.
For a moment, everything seemed frozen in time.
Then blood splattered across the black reflective table.

Councilor Ghos staggered, his mouth open in shock, a smoking
hole burned straight through his chest. The scent of scorched flesh filled
the air as he collapsed onto the table, lifeless.
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Panic erupted.

Screams filled the chamber as councilors scrambled to take
cover. Guards rushed forward, weapons drawn, forming a defensive line
around the remaining councilors.

From the shadows along the vaulted chamber walls, figures in
dark Eclipse armor emerged. Their obsidian-black visors reflected the
flickering council lights, making them appear like specters of the void.
Their leader, a towering figure clad in reinforced combat gear, lowered a
smoking energy weapon.

The assassination attempt had failed. Alaric was still standing.
But blood had been spilled.

“Seal the chamber!” one of the guards shouted. The great doors
groaned as they slid shut, locking the councilors inside with their
attackers.

Alaric didn’t hesitate. He grabbed a stunned councilor by the
arm, pulling them behind the protective cover of an overturned chair. His
heart pounded, but his mind was razor-focused.

The Eclipse had turned the Council Chamber into a war zone.

Amidst the chaos, one of the assassins activated a short-range
communicator, their voice distorted through the modulator. “Target
missed. We neutralized the wrong councilor. Orders?”

A crackling response came through, the voice cold and precise.
“Kill them all.” A storm of plasma fire erupted. Energy bolts streaked
across the chamber, slamming into walls and furniture. Councilors
ducked for cover, some crying out as they scrambled behind pillars.

Alaric rolled behind the table, drawing a concealed energy blade
from his coat. He pressed a hidden switch, and a golden plasma edge
flared to life. He wasn't just a politician; he was forever Solari.

One of the Eclipse assassins lunged toward him. Alaric
sidestepped, bringing his blade up in a precise arc. The energy blade
carved through the assassin’s weapon, sending molten shards
clattering to the floor.

The Eclipse warrior snarled and threw a fistful of fire; a signature
Eclipse technique. Alaric barely had time to react, twisting out of the
way as the flames licked past him, searing the side of his coat.
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Before the assassin could strike again, the Council Chamber
doors suddenly opened. A new force stormed in.

The Kurai Resistance.
Alaric’s breath caught as he realized what was happening.

The Eclipse and the Kurai were fighting each other. It was
obvious their alliance was over.

A squad of Kurai warriors, clad in crimson and black combat
gear, charged into the chamber. Their leader, a hardened woman with a
cruel scar across her cheek, barked a command. “Kill the traitorous
Eclipse!” The chamber descended into complete mayhem as the Kurai
opened fire on the Eclipse.

An Eclipse assassin near the council table turned his weapon on
his former allies, sending a hail of plasma fire into the Kurai ranks. The
once-coordinated attack dissolved into a brutal melee, with fire and
blades clashing in all directions.

Alaric seized the opportunity. He turned to the stunned guards
and councilors who were still alive. “We have to get out of here... Follow
me!” he ordered.

A desperate escape had begun as fire and plasma bolts
streaked across the chamber. Smoke curled toward the vaulted ceiling;
the air thick with the scent of burning fabric, ozone, and blood. The
Eclipse and the Kurai were locked in ferocious combat.

After making it a short distance, Alaric ducked low, helping a
wounded councilor to their feet. The man was bleeding from a gash
across his arm, but he was still able to move. "Stay close to me!" Alaric
commanded, eyes scanning for an exit.

One of the Kurai, a muscular man with ritualistic red tattoos
along his jawline, spotted him. "Chancellor Thalos!" he shouted,
dodging an Eclipse fire blast. "Come with me... | will get you to safety!"
Alaric hesitated. "Why should | trust you?"

The Kurai barely dodged a knife from an Eclipse assassin, then
retaliated with a precise roundhouse kick that sent the attacker crashing
into a broken pillar. He turned back to Alaric, eyes burning with urgency.
"Because | didn’t come here to kill you. They did!" He nodded toward
the Eclipse. “We got word... And we’re here to save you!”

25



Alaric gritted his teeth. He had no love for the Kurai, but right
now, they weren’t the ones trying to assassinate him. "Fine," Alaric
said. "But if this is a trick, | swear..."

"Save the threats for later," the Kurai interrupted, grabbing Alaric's arm
and pulling him into motion.

As the fighting raged, a new presence entered the chamber.

Alaric and the Kurai stopped to watch a figure cloaked in black,
moving with the grace of a shadow, descend from above; landing in the
center of the battle. He stood tall and unshaken, watching the carnage
unfold before him. His armor, adorned with black and silver engravings,
identified him as someone far above the foot soldiers fighting here.

A Kurai turned and charged him. In a blur, the new arrival
unsheathed a curved energy blade and severed the attacker’s
weapon... and then his life. The Eclipse warriors paused in their
assault, immediately recognizing their superior.

The Kurai Resistance, however, grew uneasy.

The black-cloaked figure lifted his blade, pointing it at the leader
of the Kurai. His voice was low, but it carried through the chamber like a
death sentence. “You should have obeyed!”

With a flick of his wrist, he sent a wave of crackling black fire
through the air. It engulfed two of the Kurai in its path; their screams
rung through the hall before their collapsed burned husks. The Eclipse
had brought a Master to the battle.

Alaric felt the Kurai beside him tense in fear. "Go!" the warrior
yelled, shoving Alaric forward. "Get out of here!" Alaric didn’t argue. He
grabbed the wounded councilor and ran.

Alaric, the surviving councilors, and a handful of guards rushed
toward the emergency exit, a hidden passage that led deeper
underground. Alaric opened the door and rushed everyone through;
before following behind them he could see Eclipse assassins in pursuit.

"Keep moving!" Alaric shouted.

The passage was dark and narrow, lit only by flickering
emergency lights. The walls trembled from the battle raging above.

"Chancellor!" A voice crackled through Alaric’s communicator. It
was Seraphina. "Al, where are you?!"
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"Escaping,” he panted. "Ghos was killed. The Eclipse attacked
the chamber. We’re under siege... the Kurai and Eclipse are killing each
other." There was a brief pause. Then Seraphina’s voice returned,
hardened with resolve. “I'm sending reinforcements. Hold on."

Alaric reached the end of the passage, where an old security
door stood in his way. He slammed his fist against the control panel.
Locked.

"Stand back," one of the guards just arriving said; pulling a
charge from his belt. He slapped it onto the door, set the timer, and
shielded his face just as the blast blew it open.

Fresh air rushed in.

Alaric didn’t wait. He led the survivors through the breach,
stepping out onto a landing pad where a fleet of Solari ships was
already descending to extract them.

The battle for the council chamber was over.

But the war between the Eclipse and Kurai had just begun.

Chapter 5: Divergence

The air in the underground war chamber was thick with tension.
The dim glow of holo-maps flickered over the gathered rebels, casting
jagged shadows along the stone walls.

Jorun Stryfe, the hardened leader of the Kurai resistance, stood
at the head of the table, his sharp intense eyes fixed on the robbed
figure across from him. That figure was Malakar, a high-ranking master
of the Eclipse.

"You act without our command!” Jorun spat, slamming a fist on
the table. "The Kurai have always fought for the freedom of Mer’Kuri,
not for your master’s twisted ambitions. Assassinating a sitting
councilor? That was never the plan!"

Malakar’s expression was unreadable behind his hood, but the
slight tilt of his head conveyed amusement rather than remorse. "The
plans have changed, Stryfe. Your vision is too small. You fight to
reclaim Mer’Kuri, but we... we fight to claim everything!"
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Murmurs spread among the Kurai leaders seated around the
table. Some nodded in agreement with Stryfe, while others exchanged
uncertain glances.

"You think we’ll just hand over our cause to you?" Stryfe
continued, his voice thick with disgust. "You were once our allies, but
now you answer only to that phantom you call the Shallit’Biru. What are
you really fighting for, Malakar?"

Malakar stepped forward, his voice like silk over steel. "Survival.
Ascendancy. You small-minded Kurai seek to remove the off-worlders
from Mer’Kuri, but we seek to remove them from the stars... We are the
rulers of this solar system!"

Stryfe’s jaw clenched. "Then you’re no longer Kurai!"

A chilling silence fell over the chamber. The line had been
drawn. The alliance was shattered.

Malakar simply smiled. "So be it."

Then, with a flick of his wrist, the shadows in the chamber came
alive. Eclipse warriors, hidden within the darkness, struck in an instant.
Blades of energy ignited. The room exploded into chaos.

Stryfe: (Under his breath) “Here we go again!”

Stryfe barely had time to roll aside as a crimson blade slashed
through the air where his head had been. He grabbed his sidearm and
fired the shot grazing an Eclipse warrior’s shoulder before the assassin
disappeared back into the shadows.

The Kurai fought back; their weapons igniting the chamber in
violent flashes of light. The air was filled with the sound of clashing steel
and dying screams.

Stryfe locked eyes with Malakar one last time before
disappearing into the fray. This war was no longer just about Mer’Kuri. It
was now about survival itself.

Beneath the Ashen Cliffs

The air inside the war chamber was thick with tension. The Kurai
resistance leaders gathered around a circular stone table; their faces
illuminated by the flickering holographic display of Mer’Kuri's outer
settlements. Commander Draxen, stood at the head of the table, his
dark eyes scanning the room as he addressed his people.
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"The Eclipse have strayed from our cause,"” he declared, his
voice heavy with anger. "We fight for Mer’Kuri. They fight for something
else entirely. They have abandoned our war in favor of their own
ambitions."

A murmur rippled through the room.

"We trained with them,"” one resistance fighter, Talaris, said.
"Fought beside them. And now they turn their backs on us?"

Another, an older woman named Resha, shook her head. "Not
Just turned their backs. They see us as an obstacle now. We're in their
Wa.y, "

"Then we remove them from our path," Draxen said coldly. "We
cannot afford to fight on two fronts. If the Eclipse seek to rule Mer’Kuri
instead of liberate it, they are no longer with us. They are the enemy!"

Before anyone could respond, a series of sharp beeps echoed
from the chamber's main console. A young technician rushed forward,
his hands flying over the glowing controls. His face paled.

"Commander... We have incoming."

The chamber doors burst open before he could explain further. A
gust of hot air followed as black-cloaked figures stepped into the room.
The Eclipse had arrived.

At the forefront was Master Zareth, his mask concealing all but
his piercing, soulless eyes.

"Commander Draxen," Zareth said smoothly. "You speak of
removing obstacles... | must admit, I... had the same thought!”

Blades were drawn. Weapons activated. The war chamber was
moments away from turning into the next battleground.

"You have no business here, Zareth," Draxen said, leveling his
blade at the Eclipse leader. "Go back to your master and tell him
Mer’Kuri will not bow."

Zareth chuckled. "Oh, we are way past that."”

With a flick of his wrist, a silent signal was given. The Eclipse
moved like shadows, descending upon the Kurai. The resistance had
prepared for war against the foreign powers. But tonight, the first battle
would be against those they once called “allies.”
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The Aftermath

The command center was a darkened space, illuminated only by
the dim glow of several monitors displaying encrypted transmissions
from across the galaxy. Outside the facility, the winds of Mer'Kuri
howled, battering the protective walls of the underground bunker where
the Kurai leadership gathered.

Kaelen, one of the surviving leaders, stood at the head of a long
table surrounded by the senior officers. Their faces were grim, their
expressions tired, and yet determined. The recent assault on their
stronghold had dealt them a harsh blow, but it was the revelation of the
Eclipse’s betrayal that burned deeper. The room hummed with tension.

"I still can't believe it," said Nyra, a battle-hardened officer with a
streak of silver in her otherwise black hair. She pounded her fist on the
table. "They were our allies! The Eclipse were supposed to be our trump
card against Mer'Kuri's elite. How could they turn on us like this?"

"Because they never cared about Mer'Kuri," Kaelen replied, his
voice cool and steely. "The Eclipse are not revolutionaries. They want to
control the galaxy. Our fight has always been about keeping Mer'Kuri
free for Mer'Kurians, but they... they want to burn it all down.

"Should we strike now?" Taebirius, one of the more impulsive
commanders, stood, his fists clenched. "We know where their base is.
We could hit them hard, take out their leaders before they make their
next move!"

Kaelen held up a hand, silencing the room. His sharp, ice-blue
eyes swept over the group, calm in the face of rising tension. "We don’t
rush into battle on emotion. The Eclipse are crafty, and they’ll be
expecting us to act out of anger. No. We need to regroup, find their
weaknesses, and prepare. If we act impulsively, we risk losing more
than just our soldiers."

"We've lost enough already,” Nyra shot back, her voice low and
dangerous.

“I know," Kaelen said, his gaze piercing. "But we will not let this
defeat us. If we strike, it must be a move they cannot anticipate, and we
cannot allow their influence to spread any further. This is bigger than
just Mer'Kuri now. The Eclipse have made their intentions clear. If we
don't act decisively, we'll all be at their mercy."
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"Where do we go from here, then?" Taebirius pressed, his tone
softening.

Kaelen paused for a moment, staring out into the dimly lit room.
He knew that, despite the weight of the task ahead, this was the pivotal
moment. The Kurai had always been the defenders of their people, but
now they were facing something much larger than a planetary revolt.
The Eclipse were no longer just a faction they had allied with. They
were a threat to everything they stood for.

"We will have to find new alliances,"” Kaelen said at last. "There
are forces in the galaxy who have their own reasons to oppose the
Eclipse. I've heard whispers of a faction that could help us. But they
won’t work with us unless they know we're serious. And they won't trust
us unless we can prove our resolve.”

A murmur passed through the room.

"I'll start the talks," Nyra said, stepping forward. "l know people.
They owe us favors, and now’s the time to call them in."

"Good," Kaelen nodded. "Meanwhile, we’ll double down on our
reconnaissance. | want to know everything about the Eclipse's
movements; who their allies are, what their plans for Mer'Kuri are. We
can’t afford to be caught off guard again."

"Understood," said Taebirius, still pacing the floor, but his
energy was now focused.

Kaelen stood taller, the weight of his decision pressing on him,
but also giving him a clarity he hadn'’t felt in days. "The Eclipse will not
dictate our future. And we will not let them enslave this world or its
people.”

As the leadership began to break up, Kaelen remained standing,
staring at the map of Mer'Kuri that sprawled across the table. The lines
of the land blurred as his mind raced, strategizing. But one thing was
clear to him: the war was no longer just about Mer'Kuri. It was about the
survival of the entire solar system.

Chapter 6: The Master of Masters
The cold silence of the Eclipse base on Mer'Kuri's moon was

broken only by the faint hum of energy conduits. Their power surging as
preparations for the Eclipse's next phase unfolded. The darkened
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hallways of the massive facility were lit by the faint glow of pulsating
runes, their patterns shifting as if they were alive, feeding on the
immense power coursing through the station. This place was a fortress.
No. A temple to their cause. And here, under the surface of the moon,
the Master of Masters orchestrated their rise.

Aethor, the Master of Masters, stood before a vast terminal,
his long, dark cloak flowing behind him like a shadow stretching across
the room. His face was obscured by a black helmet with intricate
markings etched into its surface; markings that glowed faintly as though
infused with the power of Ra. He was the most senior of the Eclipse
officers, the one chosen to carry out the Shallit'Biru's will with ruthless
precision.

Behind him, a row of lieutenants and commanders watched in
silence, waiting for their orders. Their faces were hard, worn from years
of conflict, yet there was a certain fear that lingered in their eyes when
they looked upon Aethor. He was more than just a leader. He was a
harbinger of annihilation; a being capable of bending both the will and
the energy of the universe itself to his design.

Aethor’s gaze flicked to the wall ahead, where a large
holographic map of Mer'Kuri was displayed. The planet’s surface was
covered in red marks... strategic locations of Kurai resistance forces,
key outposts, and other critical targets. Each mark pulsed with a faint,
ominous light, indicating the growing importance of the mission at hand.

A voice broke the silence. Nerith, a cold and calculating
strategist, stepped forward. "Master Aethor, the resistance is proving
more resilient than we anticipated. Their latest raid has cost us precious
resources. We may need to reconsider our approach.”

Aethor didn’t turn to acknowledge her. Instead, he continued to
study the map, his voice low but carrying an undeniable authority. "The
resistance is more than a distraction. We did not expect the Kurai to be
able to respond so fast.”

Nerith’s brow furrowed. "But their forces are scattered. We
could crush them individually if...”

"No,"” Aethor interrupted, his voice like ice. "We must destroy
their will to fight. If we do not strike at the heart, they will continue to
scatter. Their morale is strong, but it will break when we show them how
much more power we command.”
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Aethor's gaze shifted to the center of the room, where a figure
emerged from the shadows... a Techno-Priestess (who blends
mystical with technological disciplines) with a dark hooded robe. Her
presence was unsettling, as if the very air around her crackled with a
strange energy. She bowed deeply to Aethor.

"Master," she spoke, her voice hollow and unnerving. "The
Shallit'Biru has issued a directive.”

Aethor’s expression remained unreadable, but his interest was
piqued. "Speak."

The Techno-Priestess straightened. "He has seen the future.
The resistance will fall, but not through conventional means. The
Shallit'Biru has called upon the sun to empower us further. The Eclipse
must be ready to move against Mer'Kuri at the moment of his choosing."

Aethor nodded slowly. "And when will that be?"

"The Shallit'Biru will connect with us through his mastery of the
sun’s energy. His shall guide our actions. The time is soon," she replied.

Aethor’s eyes narrowed. He had heard of the Shallit'Biru’s
methods, but the idea of tapping into the sun's raw power was
something that even Aethor had never fully comprehended. It was a
dangerous gamble... one that could risk everything they had worked for
if they were not ready.

"Very well," he said, turning back to the map. "We will continue
with our operations as planned. | want every cell of resistance
eradicated before the Shallit'Biru’s arrival. But..." He paused, his tone
darkening. "We will no longer be dependent on the Kurai. We will make
our move before they can make theirs. Let the galaxy see what the
Eclipse can truly achieve.”

The room fell silent, save for the hum of the energy conduits.
Nerith stepped forward again. "Master Aethor, what of the Kurai’s
allies? The whispers speak of possible external support.”

Aethor’s hand clenched into a fist. "If they wish to interfere, they
will find their own destruction. No one, no faction, will stand in the way
of the Eclipse.”

He turned to face the gathered officers, his gaze sweeping
across them like a storm. "Prepare the fleet. Activate the Eclipse cells in
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the outer colonies. We are the harbingers of a new order, and no one
will stop us."

The Techno-Priestess’ voice interrupted once more. "Master,
there is one more thing. The Shallit'Biru has left us a message..."

Aethor’s patience was thinning, but he gave her a sharp nod.
"Speak."

"The Shallit'Biru has instructed that we will begin the first phase
of his plan. There is a place of power on Mer'Kuri... one that holds an
ancient energy, connected to the sun. The Eclipse will seize it. That is
where our true power will be born."

Aethor’s lips curled into a dark smile. "Then we move.
Mer'Kuri’s fate is sealed. The Shallit'Biru will have his victory, and the
Eclipse will rise to consume the galaxy."”

As the command center hummed with renewed activity, Aethor’s
thoughts turned inward. The Shallit'Biru’s power was beyond anything
he had ever withessed, and with it, the Eclipse would not just conquer
Mer'Kuri; but would tear down the very fabric of the universe itself. The
beginning of the end was at hand.

Chapter 7: The Princess of Venus, Part 1

The training chamber deep within the Solari stronghold hummed
with energy. Kael and Xal stood at ease; sweat still clinging to their skin
from their latest sparring session. Across from them, Commander
Rhenar; a hardened Solari veteran with age on his face... studied them
with his usual unshaken composure.

“This is not just another assignment,” Rhenar began, his voice
measured and firm. “We have just learned... from the Kurai resistance
of all sources... the Venusian princess has been taken by the Eclipse.
If we do not act, Venus will have no choice but to bend the knee to the
Shallit'Biru.”

Kael exhaled heavily, rolling his shoulders. “So, we’re glorified
babysitters now?” He shot his twin a sidelong glance, smirking. “Hope
she doesn’t cry too much.”

Xal crossed his arms, unimpressed. “Do we even know if she’s
still alive? The Eclipse isn’t known for keeping their captives in one
piece... And how do we know this isn’t a trap to capture us?”
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Varik’s sharp gaze landed on Xal. “She is alive. Our sources
within the Kurai resistance confirm she is being held in an outpost on
the frozen moon of Xyphos. But if we delay, that may no longer be the
case. | know it’s a risk... But the fastest way to rescue her is to send the
two of you... together.”

Xal sighed, stretching his arms. “Great. A frigid wasteland and a
spoiled princess. Sounds like fun.” Kael shoots him a sharp look! “Is
that all you got out of what the Commander just said?”

Commander Rhenar’s expression hardened. “You’d do well to
take this seriously. Venus may not have declared an allegiance yet, but
if the Eclipse succeeds, they will fall under the Shallit’Biru’s control. That
shifts the balance of power in ways we cannot afford.”

Xal frowned, absorbing the gravity of the statement. “So it’s not
just a rescue mission. This is about keeping Venus out of Eclipse
hands.”

“Precisely.” Rhenar nodded. “You leave at first light. A small
team will accompany you, but this mission is yours. Consider it your first
true test beyond these walls.”

Kael huffed but nodded. “Alright, alright. We’ll go fetch the
princess. But if she whines the whole way back, I'm blaming you.”

Rhenar’s gaze remained impassive. “Get some rest. You'll need
it.”

As they exited the chamber, Xal glanced at his brother. “This
could be bigger than we think, Kael.”

Kael smirked. “It always is.”

Enter Captivity

The dim glow of bioluminescent crystals lined the walls of the
underground chamber, casting eerie shadows over the cold stone floor.
The air was thick with dampness, carrying the scent of minerals and
something faintly metallic. In the center of the chamber, bound by
energy restraints, sat Princess Lysara of Venus.

Her skin as white as snow complimented her long, silvery hair
cascaded over her shoulders. Her delicate features set in a defiant glare
as she surveyed her captors. Though outwardly poised, her mind raced,
calculating possible escape routes and gauging the temperament of
those who held her prisoner.
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Across from her, an Eclipse enforcer leaned lazily against a
stone pillar. His armor, black with crimson accents, bore the sigil of the
faction. A plasma blade hung at his hip; its hilt worn from years of use.
He observed the princess with an amused smirk.

“You’re remarkably composed for a prisoner,” he mused, his
voice dripping with condescension. “Most in your position would be
begging by now.”

Lysara lifted her chin, her emerald eyes sharp. “Venusians do
not beg. And certainly not to barbarians who resort to abduction.”

A chuckle came from deeper within the chamber. Another figure
emerged from the shadows; an Eclipse commander draped in a long,
flowing coat, his presence radiating authority. His deep-set, calculating
eyes locked onto Lysara as he stepped closer.

“Princess,” he greeted smoothly. “Let’s not start off with insults.
After all, your cooperation could mean the difference between a swift
resolution or... something less pleasant.”

Lysara refused to flinch. “Why am | here?”

The commander clasped his hands behind his back, pacing in
slow, deliberate steps. “You are leverage, your highness. Venus has
remained... resistant to the grand design of the Shallit'Biru. That will
soon change.”

She narrowed her eyes. “My people will never bow to the
Eclipse.”

The commander tilted his head, smirking. “Perhaps not willingly.
But once they believe their beloved princess has seen the wisdom in
our cause... Well, they may reconsider.”

Lysara’s stomach twisted, though she gave no indication of her
inner turmoil. She understood now. They didn’t intend to harm her; they
intended to use her as a mouthpiece, a tool to manipulate Venus into
submission. The thought sickened her.

The enforcer chuckled. “You'll find that everyone breaks,
princess. Some just take longer than others.”

Lysara’s lips curled into a wry smile. “Then you’ll be waiting a
very long time.”
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The commander’s smirk remained, though a flicker of irritation
passed through his gaze. He turned to his enforcer. “Keep her
comfortable. She’s valuable, but make sure she understands her
position.”

The enforcer nodded, stepping toward her with an almost
predatory air. Lysara held her ground, staring him down. She would not
break. Not now, not ever.

As the commander turned and disappeared into the darkness,
Lysara quietly clenched her fists.

Lysara: Soon... My people would come for me... And when they
do, the Eclipse will regret ever laying a hand on the princess of Venus!

The Beast of Xyphos

The shuttle cut through the frozen atmosphere of Xyphos, its
engines a steady hum against the backdrop of cold silence. Below
them, the frozen moon seemed to stretch endlessly, jagged ice
formations jutting from the barren surface like the bones of some
ancient creature. Xyphos was a world of unyielding cold and desolation,
the perfect place for the Eclipse to hide their most dangerous
operations.

Inside the shuttle, Kael and Xal stood in the shadowed cockpit;
their faces blank.

"Almost there," Xal muttered, his voice steady despite the weight
of the mission pressing down on them. His fingers drummed lightly on
the console, a sign of his controlled impatience.

Kael nodded; his expression grim. His thoughts were a whirl of
tactics. He had watched the intelligence reports, outpost specifications,
security protocols, and studied the Eclipse tactics. The mission had a
single objective: Get Princess Lysara, the beacon of Venus.

The shuttle's landing gear finally touched the surface with a soft
hiss, releasing a cloud of vapor into the frigid air. The sound of their
shuttle landing was swallowed by the silence of the frozen wasteland
outside.

Xal adjusted his gauntlets, his sharp blue eyes catching Kael's
for a brief moment. “We go in silent; eliminate only when necessary.”

Kael glanced back at the cargo hold, where their weapons were
secured. “Stay close. Once we breach, it's a race against time.”
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With that, the twins secured their Solari weaponry and armor,
moving quickly toward the hatch. The cold that hit them as they stepped
out of the shuttle was brutal, but their body’s naturally generated
enough heat that they never noticed the temperature.

They moved fast, their feet crunching on the frozen ground,
leaving no trace of their passage in the snow. Their bodies, lean and
muscular, were honed for stealth and speed, and they knew every
angle, every inch of ground to cover in order to avoid the enemy’s
watchful eyes.

The outpost ahead loomed like a jagged fortress, a structure
made of blackened metal and reinforced ice. Kael's gaze swept across
the landscape, noting the series of watchtowers and hidden surveillance
cameras that lined the perimeter. The Eclipse was arrogant, but not
unprepared. This place was a fortress of cold calculation.

“They’ll be expecting a frontal assault,” Kael murmured, his
voice low but certain. “We’ll approach from the west entrance. Fewer
guards, better cover.”

“Agreed.” Xal’s eyes narrowed as he adjusted his blaster’s
settings to silent. He always preferred the quiet approach; eliminate
threats before they knew what hit them.

Using the jagged terrain to conceal their approach, the twins
moved like shadows, each step measured and swift. They encountered
the first sentry halfway to their target: a single Eclipse guard, standing
near the entrance. Kael raised his hand, signaling Xal to take the lead.

Without a word, Xal crept forward, his movements fluid and
precise. He closed the distance in seconds, his blade drawn in a
smooth arc. The guard never had a chance to react, falling silently to
the ground, his body already cooling in the harsh cold. Xal retracted his
blade and nodded to Kael.

The fortress loomed before them, its blackened metal walls
rising sharply from the icy surface like the jagged spires of an ancient
cathedral. The moon’s light cast an eerie glow across the complex, and
the air was thick with the chill of Xyphos. It was a place built to resist
invaders; and the Eclipse had made sure to fortify it with more than just
steel and technology.

Kael and Xal moved with the practiced stealth of seasoned
warriors as they approached a hidden service entrance, just as their
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intel had suggested. The guards stationed at the main gates were few,
but any misstep could mean detection.

“Once inside, we’ll disable the security systems,” Kael
whispered; his voice cutting through the stiliness. “We take the service
tunnels. It'll be the fastest way to reach her royal majesty.”

Xal nodded, scanning the perimeter. “Good. Let’s go!”

The twin warriors moved quickly, their bodies perfectly
synchronized, the cold air biting at their exposed faces as they slipped
through the shadows toward the entrance. But just as they reached the
door, an ominous growl echoed through the dark expanse of the
outpost.

Kael froze. His eyes darted to the side, his body tensing. He
could feel it... the presence of something massive, something alive. His
hand instinctively gripped the hilt of his energy blade.

“That’s not a guard... in the traditional sense,” Xal murmured,
his eyes narrowing as he turned to look in the direction of the sound.
“I'm not liking where this is going!”

The growl came again, louder this time, echoing off the icy walls.
It was a sound that sent a chill deep into their bones; a low, guttural
rumble that hinted at something far larger than any mere guard.

From the shadows, something moved. A hulking figure emerged,
its massive form covered in a thick hide of scales and fur that blended
perfectly with the environment. The creature was a grotesque hybrid of
a beast; a massive, lizard-like body with the muscular build of a
predator, its sharp claws scraping the ice as it prowled the perimeter. Its
glowing eyes fixed on the twins with predatory intent.

“Protective beast,” Kael muttered under his breath. His gaze
shifted to the creature’s massive jaws, lined with rows of sharp,
glistening teeth. It was a guardian; a monstrosity created by the Eclipse
to protect the fortress from any intruders, a creation born from the dark
sciences of Mer’Kuri experimentation.

Xal gripped his blaster, the barrel humming with energy as he
aimed at the creature’s head. “We don't have time for this.”
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Kael raised a hand, signaling for caution. “Wait. We don’t know
what it’s capable of.”

The creature’s long, forked tongue flicked out, tasting the air, its
claws scraping against the ice with an unsettling screech. It sniffed the
air, its glowing yellow eyes narrowing as it locked onto the twins.

The beast lunged suddenly, its claws digging into the ice,
sending shards flying as it shot forward with terrifying speed.

Xal didn’t hesitate. He fired a blast from his blaster, the energy
beam searing through the air toward the creature’s head. But the beast
was quick, its head jerking to the side just in time. The shot grazed its
thick hide, leaving a scorched mark but doing little to stop it.

Kael drew his energy blade, its brilliant blue glow illuminating the
dark surroundings. “We can't let it get closer,” he said, voice tight with
resolve.

Xal fired again, this time aiming for the creature’s legs. The blast
hit its hindquarters, but the beast roared in fury, barely slowing its
charge.

“Damn it,” Kael hissed. “Stop fooling around. Use your powers!”
He leaped forward, spinning in a fluid motion, his energy blade slashing
through the air. He met the creature’s charge head-on, narrowly
dodging its massive claw as it swiped at him. The blade collided with
the creature’s hide, sending a surge of energy through its body. It
staggered but quickly recovered, growling in fury.

Xal sprinted forward, closing the distance between them. This
time he used energy blasts from his hands. The creature snarled,
twisting to face him, its sharp teeth gleaming in the pale moonlight. Kael
swung his blade again, distracting the beast as Xal fired point-blank at
its exposed underbelly.

The blast hit its mark. The creature howled in agony, its massive body
convulsing as it recoiled. But it wasn't finished yet. With one last furious
lunge, it bared its fangs, its jaws opening wide to snap at the twins.

Kael reacted instantly. He dove forward, rolling under the beast’s
massive claws and slashing upward with his energy blade. The blade
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cut deep into the creature’s chest, sending a shockwave of energy
through its body. The creature let out a deafening roar, its body
shuddering before it collapsed onto the ice with a thud, its massive form
twitching once before going still.

Xal stood over the creature, his chest heaving with adrenaline.
“Damn thing almost got us. Say... Why didn’t ‘you’ use ‘your’ powers?”

Kael wiped the sweat from his brow, his eyes scanning the dark,
icy horizon. “We’re not done yet.”

They paused for a moment, catching their breath. The protective
beast had been a formidable challenge, but it was only the beginning of
the dangers they would face within the fortress. Time was slipping
away, and they couldn’t afford to waste another second.

Kael motioned toward the entrance, his tone hardening with
focus. “Let’'s move!”

They stepped over the fallen creature, entering the fortress
through the service entrance and disappearing into the shadows.

Chapter 8: The Princess of Venus, Part 2

Meanwhile, in the grand halls of Alaric and Seraphina’s estate, a
tense conversation was unfolding. Commander Rhenar stood in the
polished marble sitting room, his presence as imposing as ever in his
dark Solari uniform. Alaric, seated in a high-backed chair, listened with a
calm intensity, while Seraphina paced near the window, her expression
tight with frustration.

“They are too young to be sent on such perilous missions,”
Seraphina protested, turning sharply to face Rhenar. “They have
proven their skill in training. Surely that is enough. Send someone else
to face the Eclipse head on... We spent years avoiding Eclipse
kidnappings of our own... Now we send Kael and Xal straight to them?”

Rhenar remained composed, his hands clasped behind his
back. “Training means nothing if it is not tested in the field. They must
learn to apply their skills in real combat.”

Seraphina’s eyes burned with barely restrained anger. “And if
they die? Are we just to accept that?”
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Alaric, who had been silent until now, exhaled slowly.
“Seraphina,” he said gently but firmly, “We both know that battle is
inevitable. Keeping them from this only delays their growth.”

Seraphina turned to him, searching his face for some hint of
doubt, but found none. “They are our sons,” she said, her voice softer
now, but no less determined. “/ just don’t want to lose them.”

Rhenar’s expression softened slightly. “Neither do I. But
shielding them will not protect them... It will only leave them unprepared
when danger truly finds them.”

Seraphina clenched her jaw, then turned back to the window,
unwilling to argue further but still unsatisfied. Alaric met Rhenar’s gaze
and nodded. “Keep them alive, Commander.”

Rhenar gave a respectful bow. “That... is my intent.”

Back on the moon of Xyphos

Kael and Xal continued onward, slipping past the security
measures, until they reached the heart of the facility. The walls were
thick, the corridors dimly lit with harsh fluorescent lighting. The air
smelled faintly; the chill of frozen technology. The hum of machinery
reverberated off the walls; an unnerving constant reminder of the power
the Eclipse wielded within this facility.

The deeper they went, the more guarded the area became. At
the entrance to the central chamber, Kael paused, scanning the
environment with his sharp eyes. There was a heavy presence of
guards and automated defense systems, including laser turrets
positioned along the walls.

Kael’s voice was barely a whisper. “No way we'’ll get through
without a fight.”

Xal’s lips curled into a thin smile. “Then we’ll make it quick.”

They moved as one, darting forward to the nearest turret. Xal
stopped abruptly and shot a blast from his right hand, hitting the control
panel with pinpoint accuracy, short-circuiting the system. The twin
turrets fell silent, sparing them from detection.

Kael pressed himself against the cold metal wall; his breath
steady despite the tension crackling in the air. Xal mirrored his stance
on the opposite side of the narrow hallway, gripping the hilt of his twin
short swords.
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Kael: “Xal... What’s wrong?”

Xal: “Nothing... Nothing really... | was just wondering about the
great big pink garalephant in the evil fortress.”

Kael: “And what garalephant is that?”
Xal: “Since when are we friends with the Kurai resistance?”

Kael chuckles. “You’ve been harboring that question all this
time?... All | know is that the Eclipse and the Kurai had a falling out. The
Kurai felt that the Eclipse somehow betrayed them. For all | know, this
could be the Kurai getting even by betraying the Eclipse’s plans to us.”

Xal: “So we’re doing the Kurai’s dirty work?”

Kael: “It looks that way... But | doubt if the Kurai can do what we
can do”.

Xal's face expresses a resentful agreement with what Kael just
said.

The dim glow of the red emergency lights cast eerie shadows,
distorting the already narrow passage ahead. The princess was close...
just beyond the next set of doors. But standing between them and their
goal were three Eclipse warriors.

The first figure stepped forward, his black and crimson armor
gleaming under the flickering lights. The Mer’Kurian insignia was carved
into his breastplate, marking him as a veteran of the Eclipse. His two
comrades flanked him, each gripping their weapons; one wielding a
plasma spear, the other with a pair of serrated daggers that pulsed with
solar energy.

“Well, well,” the lead Eclipse warrior drawled, tilting his head as
he assessed the twins. “The Solari send children now?”

Kael smirked, rolling his shoulders. “That’s funny. We were
about to say the Eclipse must be getting desperate if they’re using
washed-up warriors.”

Xal, ever the quiet one, didn’t waste words. He shifted his stance
and flicked his wrist, sending one of his blades spinning through the air.
The Eclipse soldier with the plasma spear barely dodged in time, jerking
his head aside as the blade sliced through the hood of his armor.

The fight erupted in an instant.
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Kael lunged at the lead warrior, his own blade clashing against a
solar-forged longsword. Sparks flew; the hallway briefly illuminated with
each strike. Xal, moving with practiced fluidity, weaved between the two
other Eclipse fighters, using the confined space to his advantage. He
parried a dagger strike and countered with a precise kick to his
opponent’s knee, sending him staggering backward.

The leader snarled and drove forward, forcing Kael to backpedal
under the weight of his attacks. “You think you can stop us?” he
growled, swinging his sword in a brutal arc. Kael barely blocked in time,
the force of the strike reverberating up his arm.

Xal ducked under a wild swipe from the plasma spear and
countered with a slicing cut across his opponent’s thigh. The Eclipse
soldier grunted in pain but lashed out again, thrusting his weapon
forward. Xal twisted, catching the shaft between his crossed blades
before snapping his knee up into the warrior’s stomach. The Eclipsian
stumbled, giving Xal just enough time to drive his second blade upward,
piercing through the seams of the Eclipse soldier’s armor. A sharp gasp,
a moment of stiliness... then the warrior slumped, his daggers clattering
to the floor.

Kael, seeing the opening, ducked beneath his opponent’s next
swing and drove his own blade deep into the warrior’s side. The Eclipse
leader choked on his own breath, his grip faltering as he stumbled back.
The Eclipse veteran murmured, “You... You're the twins”. Kael yanked
his weapon free and let the body drop.

The last soldier, realizing his mistake too late, turned to run. Xal
moved like a shadow, closing the distance in an instant. He grabbed the
fleeing warrior by the back of his armor and wrenched him backward,
driving a knee into his spine before slamming him against the wall. The
Eclipse soldier gasped, struggling, but Xal finished it with a clean strike
to the throat.

The twins exchanged a glance, their breaths coming fast but
controlled. No words were needed. Kael withdrew his blade from the
fallen leader’s cloak and nodded toward the doors ahead.

Kael: “We’ve got to practice our hand-to-hand combat skills as a
first resort and reserve our Solar power.”

Xal: “Come on... Let’s wrap up this babysitting mission.”
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Rescuing the Princess... Finally

Kael and Xal burst into the chamber where Princess Lysara was
being held. The room was dimly lit, the cold glow of artificial light
illuminating the delicate, ethereal figure seated on a comfortable, yet
confining, chair. Her long, silken hair shimmered like spun silver,
framing a face of exquisite, almost otherworldly beauty. Her skin was
flawless and pale, her large, striking violet eyes widening as she took in
her rescuers.

For a moment, the Mer’Kurian twins stood frozen. Never in their
years of training had they encountered a being quite as beautiful as her.
Kael opened his mouth but found no words. Xal swallowed hard, shifting
uncomfortably under her piercing gaze.

Then her expression twisted into something between shock and
disappointment. “Men?” she scoffed, crossing her arms over her elegant
gown. “Someone sent men to rescue me? Who’s great idea was that?”

Kael blinked. “Uh...”
“From Venus?” Xal added, as if he had misheard.

Lysara let out a sharp exhale, shaking her head. “Unbelievable.
The Solari think so little of me that they send Mer’Kurian brutes?”

Kael stiffened at the insult, but before he could reply, she
continued, her tone dripping with disdain. “This is absurd. Venus has an
all-female population for a reason. | am accustomed to warriors... True
(woman) watrriors...Not...” she trailed off, her gaze sweeping over them.
“Not whatever you are.”

Kael opened his mouth again, then closed it. Xal, usually the
composed one, cleared his throat but said nothing. They were both
utterly dumbfounded.

Lysara scoffed again. “Do you even have a plan? Or did you
think you’d just stumble in here and brawl your way out like primitive
barbarians?”

Kael exchanged a look with Xal. “Well... Technically, we did just
fight our way in here,” he muttered.

Lysara rolled her eyes. “Wonderful. This is going to be a
disaster.”
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The twins, still stunned by her words and her presence, found
themselves at a loss for the first time in their lives. They had faced the
most fierce Eclipse warriors, the beast guardian of Xyphos, and grueling
Solari trials, but none of it had prepared them for...

Princess Lysara of Venus.

The princess stood taller, her expression firming as she met their
gaze. “Anyway... | know what they’re planning. From what | could
gather, they’re using me as a bargaining chip to bring the mighty Venus
to her knees. That would change the balance of power in our solar
system. We can’t let that happen. Let’s get out of here!”

Kael's jaw tightened. “We?... won’t. We'll get you to...” The
princess marches off; as if leading the way. “safety”.

Xal: | think ‘she’s’ going to get ‘us’ to safety.

The twins followed the princess outside the chamber. As they
stepped out the sound of approaching footsteps echoed down the
corridor. Kael and Xal instinctively shifted into defensive stances,
putting the princess behind them... gripping their weapons as six
Eclipse warriors came running toward them.

“Great,” Kael muttered. “Time to...”
Before he could finish, Princess Lysara charged forward.

The twins had barely registered her movement before she was
already on the first Eclipse warrior. With a graceful twist of her body,
she delivered a lightning-fast strike to his throat, then flipped over his
falling form, landing a devastating kick to the second warrior’s head.
The man crumpled before he could even raise his weapon.

Kael and Xal stared; stunned into silence. The Eclipse soldiers
were just as caught off guard, hesitating for a fraction of a second too
long.

“Are you two just going to stand there?” Lysara snapped,
flipping her silver hair over her shoulder as she turned to face the
remaining warriors.

Kael and Xal exchanged a wide-eyed look.
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“She’s fast,” Xal murmured.

“No kidding,” Kael replied before shaking himself out of his
daze. “OK, Com’on!”

With renewed focus, the twins launched into battle, joining
Lysara in the fight, though now with a newfound respect... and a bit of
intimidation... for the Princess of Venus.

But more were coming... too many for the trio to handle.

As only two Eclipse remained, Kael took off to clear the way out.
After the two Eclipse fell, Xal and Lysara made their way through the
winding corridors; the cold grip of danger tightening around them. The
path was treacherous, but Xal's instincts were sharp. His thoughts were
focused on the princess’ safety, and his every movement was
calculated. Although, Kael had marked the traps the Eclipse had set.

As they neared the back exit, Kael’s voice crackled through their
communication link. “I've cleared the path. Hurry!”

Xal didn’t hesitate. With one final glance back, he ushered the
princess toward the exit. The cold wind of Xyphos greeted them as they
burst out into the open. A short distance away, a shuttle waited for their
escape.

The twins had done it... they’d rescued the princess... or visa
versa. But they knew this was only the beginning. The Eclipse would not
let this defeat go unchallenged.

Chapter 9: Cross Roads of Destiny

Far from Xyphos, in the depths of space, a Martian warship
carved through the void, its blood-red hull gleaming under the distant
glow of the distant Ra. Inside, General Vaelor Krynn stood before a
vast holomap; the shifting light reflecting off his battle-worn armor. His
crimson gaze remained fixed on a single blinking signal; a tracking
beacon pulsing in the direction of Mer’Kuri.

“They took her there,” Krynn murmured, more to himself than to
the officers stationed around him. None dared question the intensity in
his voice.
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A subordinate hesitated before speaking. “Shall we deploy the
hunters, General?”

Kyrnn’s jaw tightened. His grip on the edge of the holomap
flexed, fingers twitching with restraint. “No. We follow. Observe. She
cannot slip away from me.”

The officer saluted and stepped back, but exchanged a wary
glance with his comrades. Whispers had spread among the ranks. The
General’'s determination to retrieve the Venusian princess was
relentless... too relentless. Some believed he sought to steal the glory
of her rescue; to deliver her to Venus himself and claim victory over the
Eclipse. Others suspected a deeper motive, though none could quite
fathom what it was.

“Strange, isn’t it?” one officer muttered under his breath as he
stepped away from the command deck. “The way he talks about her.”

Another scoffed. “He’s Martian. He doesn’t talk about women at
a/ i ”

And yet, the way the General watched the tracking beacon, the
way his grip tensed when her location was mentioned... it unsettled
them. There was something unspoken in his pursuit, something no one
dared to question aloud.

To the universe, the princess was a prize of war. To him, she
was everything.

The ship surged forward, stars streaking past as it raced toward
Mer’Kuri. The hunt for the Venusian princess had begun.

The Aftermath on Xyphos

The Xyphos moon facility stood in eerie silence, its frozen halls
still echoing with the remnants of battle. The once-imposing structure,
carved into the icy surface, now bore scars from the conflict that had
unfolded within. Deep inside, in the command chamber, the air crackled
with an unnatural energy as Aethor, the Master of Masters, arrived.

The general in charge of the princess’ capture knelt before him,
his body trembling despite the frigid air. He had failed. The princess was
gone, and with her, the leverage the Eclipse had promised to deliver.
Aethor’s expression remained unreadable, his golden robes untouched
by the cold as he gazed down at the disgraced commander.
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“You were entrusted with one task,” Aethor’s voice was quiet,
yet it cut through the chamber like a blade. “And you failed!”

“My lord, please...” the general choked, his breath visible in the
cold. “The Solari, they...”

Aethor raised his hand, and a searing golden light erupted from
his palm. The general’s words died in his throat as his body convulsed,
fire bursting from within, consuming him in an instant. The flames raged
unnaturally, feeding on the very essence of their victim. Within seconds,
nothing remained but blackened remnants, smoldering on the icy floor.

Silence followed. Then, a deep hum resonated through the
chamber. A point of brilliant light formed in the air, expanding rapidly into
a swirling vortex of golden fire; a sun portal. The heat it radiated was
suffocating; bending reality as its light stretched outward. From within
the blazing rift, a presence emerged.

The Shallit’Biru.

The celestial entity’s form was ever-shifting, a mass of luminous
energy entwined with shadow. When it spoke, its voice resonated in a
layered chorus, each word weighted with immeasurable power.

“Aethor.”
The Master of Masters lowered his head slightly. “Great One.”

The Shallit’Biru’s energy flared, its disappointment a tangible
force pressing against Aethor’s very being. “This setback is
unacceptable. The princess was a key to our designs. And now, she is
beyond our reach.”

Aethor did not flinch. “The mission was compromised. But this
does not change the grand design.”

“Your grand design falters with each misstep,” the Shallit’Biru’s
voice deepened, its glow intensifying. “Before you claim dominion over
the cosmos, you must first conquer Mer’Kuri. That world, that power...
must be ours.”

Aethor’s gaze remained steady. “Mer’Kuri will fall. And when it
does, we will build an unstoppable force; one that will channel the
power of Ra itself.”

The Shallit’Biru’s form pulsed, its swirling light cascading like
solar flares. “See that it is done!”
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The portal flickered, then collapsed inward, vanishing as
suddenly as it had appeared. The oppressive heat faded, leaving only
the cold and the charred remains of Aethor’s wrath. The Master of
Masters stood alone once more, his mind already turning to the next
phase of his conquest.

Mer’Kuri would fall.

Princess Lysara at the Solari Stronghold

The room was bathed in the soft glow of starlight; its walls
adorned with intricate tapestries depicting legendary battles and
valorous warriors. Princess Lysara stood before a mirror. Her eyes were
hard, her thoughts distant, as she surveyed her surroundings; far from
the comfort of her all-female Venusian society.

She had been in the Solari stronghold for a few days; a guest,
though she didn’t feel like one. Around her, only women from the warrior
caste of Solari and civilian Mer'Kuri tended to her every need. They
spoke to her with respect, but there was something in their voices; an
unfamiliar softness that she couldn't ignore.

A soft knock at the door interrupted her thoughts.

“Your Highness,” the voice of a female Solari warrior called.
“May | enter?”

“Of course, Tephra,” Lysara replied, her voice a bit colder than
she intended.

The Solari warrior entered, her stance strong and commanding
despite the softness in her eyes. She was dressed in the traditional
Solari battle garb, a mix of fluid armor and flowing cloth, her long hair
tied back in a warrior's braid.

Tephra bowed her head respectfully, but it was clear from her
posture that she was used to being in command. "I've brought you the
evening meal, Your Highness, as per your request.”

Princess Lysara turned toward her; her expression thoughtful,
almost pained. “Tephra,” she began, her voice measured, “You have
fought many battles, | presume? I've been told you willingly fought
alongside men. What is it like... to fight with them?”

Tephra’s gaze flickered slightly, but she maintained her
composure. She had long since learned how to keep her emotions in
check. ‘It is... challenging, Your Highness. But not for the reasons one
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might think. We are watrriors first, regardless of gender. The Solari’s
bond with each other... male or female... is forged in blood and sweat.
When you fight side by side, gender ceases to matter. Only your ability,
your commitment, your honor.”

Princess Lysara's lips pressed into a thin line, her eyes
narrowing. "Honor... That’s what you call it? After all the years of
training, of being taught that men are inferior, that they have no place in
a society like ours. | find it hard to imagine ever fighting alongside one."

Tephra’s brow furrowed slightly, sensing the discomfort in the
princess’ voice. "l understand your hesitation, Your Highness. But with
all due respect... | understand you got a taste of what it’s like to fight
alongside men... during your escape from Xyphos. The princess
nodded. Tephra continued, “Venus is a society built on a different
foundation than ours, but fighting alongside men is not about accepting
them. It’'s about the mission. The greater cause.”

“But what of their weakness?” Lysara pressed, her tone now
more intense, betraying a deep-seated disdain she could not hide. “The
escape from the Eclipse was out of sheer necessity... But as far as men
in general are concerned, their flesh is not as strong as ours, their
minds not as sharp. How can you fight alongside them, knowing that
their very presence might slow you down, or worse... endanger you?"

Tephra paused for a long moment before answering, her voice
softer now, almost reflective. “There are weaknesses in all of us, Your
Highness. Even in our strength. But you cannot let those fears govern
you. Strength is not measured in how one is born, but how one rises in
the face of adversity. I've seen male warriors fight with unmatched
courage... fighting for the same cause as we are. And I've seen women
who falter.”

Princess Lysara clenched her fists at her sides. “You would
fight alongside them... even knowing how much our worlds despise
each other? Knowing that every man | see is a symbol of all that we
have been taught to despise?”

Tephra’s eyes softened as she placed the tray of food down on
the table before the princess. “I would, Your Highness. Because the
world needs watrriors, not the divisions of society. And | believe... when
you’ve seen enough of battle, you realize that strength doesn’t come
from who you are. It comes from what you’re willing to fight for.”
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Princess Lysara remained silent for a long moment, her gaze
far away, lost in thought. The princess, a product of a society that prided
itself on the superiority of its all-female warriors, was struggling with a
concept she had never allowed herself to fully consider.

Tephra bowed again, retreating toward the door. “If you need
anything, Your Highness, | will be outside.”

As the door closed, Tephra quietly walked away. She smirked,
“Surprisingly... | think | like the Venusian princess.”

Lysara stood alone, staring at the reflection of herself in the
mirror. She was a princess, a warrior, and yet she felt more vulnerable
in this moment than she had ever felt before. Her thoughts raced... not
just about her mission, but about everything she had been taught,
everything she had believed.

The sound of her own heartbeat thudded in her ears as the
image of the General, whom she had secretly loved for years, flashed in
her mind. Could there really be strength in what they had shared? Could
the same principle Tephra spoke of apply to her, too?

The thought unsettled her.

The Twin’s Reward

The heavy, metallic doors of the Solari stronghold slid open,
revealing the familiar sight of their home base... an imposing structure
carved from the side of Mer'Kuri’'s mountains, glowing with the light of
distant stars. The air was thick with the scent of cool, mineral-rich stone
and the hum of the stronghold’s power systems.

Kael and Xal strode through the entrance, their armor gleaming,
eyes scanning the space as if the events of the last few days had yet to
sink in. The mission to rescue Princess Lysara had been swift, but the
weight of what they’d faced, and what still lay ahead, seemed to hover
over them like an unseen force.

Their return was met with quiet reverence. The Solari warriors
who lined the hall stood at attention, their gazes unwavering but
respectful. The twins barely acknowledged their presence, their minds
still fixated on what awaited them.

At the far end of the hall, Commander Rhenar stood, his hands
clasped behind his back, his expression stern yet approving. Beside him
stood an official representative of the Mer'Kuri council, who had come to
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offer the twins their reward. They both had made their way here
specifically to welcome the twins back and discuss their next steps.

"Kael, Xal," Commander Rhenar’s voice boomed, echoing
through the hall. "You’ve returned victorious, but the journey ahead is
not over. What you’ve done for Princess Lysara has proven your skill,
your resolve... but more importantly, your loyalty. You are more than
mere warriors now. You have earned your place among us.”

Rhenar’s eyes flickered with something deeper as he continued.
“It is my recommendation that you both be elevated within the ranks of
the Solari. This is not merely a reward for your actions, but a recognition
of your potential. You will continue your training, but now under direct
guidance from the highest ranks of the Solari. You are needed.”

Kael and Xal exchanged a brief glance, a spark of pride
flickering between them. The idea of being elevated had always
seemed distant, like a dream too far to reach. Now, it was within their
grasp. They nodded in unison, their faces resolute.

"You are warriors now," Rhenar continued. "But you must learn
more than how to fight. You must learn how to lead, how to influence
the course of history. And that... is where you will be tested.”

Kael, the quieter of the two, stepped forward first, his usual stoic
demeanor slightly betrayed by the gleam of determination in his eyes.
“We are ready, Commander. Whatever it takes.”

Xal, more impulsive and bold, added with a firm nod, “We’ve
proven ourselves already. We'll do whatever is needed. No hesitation.”

Rhenar gave a rare, approving nod before motioning to the
representative of the Mer'Kuri council; a tall, imposing figure clad in
intricate ceremonial garb. The Mer’Kuri representative stepped forward,
holding a scroll sealed with the emblem of the Mer'Kuri council.

“This,” the representative said, “is your formal recognition. The
Mer'Kuri council officially extend their full support. Your victory in
rescuing the princess has not gone unnoticed. You will receive
resources, training, and the full backing of our people. You are no
longer just Solari... your names will be known across the galaxy as
heroes.”

The twins accepted the scroll with silent reverence,
understanding the gravity of the moment. But even as they held it in
their hands, they knew that this was not the end.

53



Before they could speak again, the doors to the stronghold
opened wide, and a familiar figure emerged... Alaric, their father, his tall
frame imposing even in his older years. His piercing gaze swept over
the twins, and for a brief moment, his face softened, revealing a glimpse
of pride that few had ever seen.

“l always knew you would come back victorious,” Alaric said, his
voice steady yet tinged with a rare warmth. “But remember, this victory
is only the beginning. The Solari masters trained you well, but the real
test is yet to come.”

Kael: “Father. It's good to see you. But why are you here?
Civilian family is not allowed to visit during the trials.”

Xal: “Yeah. | was wondering the same thing,”

Alaric: “As another part of your reward, the Solari have granted
me permission to take you home and pay your mother a short visit.”

Commander Rhenar: “And | might add the fact that | doubt the
Solari would survive the wrath of your mother.”

The ceremony had ended, and the stronghold’s great hall was
slowly emptying as the guests departed. Kael and Xal, now officially
promoted, stood among the remaining Solari warriors, their hearts still
heavy with the weight of the victory they had earned. The celebrations
had been brief but meaningful.

Their father, Alaric, had quietly watched them, his sharp eyes
taking in the scene as always. As they made their way out of the facility,
the echoes of laughter and conversation still lingered in the air. The
twins were deep in thought, reflecting on the next steps in their journey
when something caught their attention.

In the distance, at the outer courtyard gates, they spotted
Princess Lysara. She stood poised and regal, flanked by her all-female
Solari and Mer'Kuri entourage. Her striking beauty, more radiant in the
light of the setting sun, seemed to shimmer as she stood tall, like an
embodiment of Venus itself. Despite the chaos that had surrounded her
capture and rescue, there was a calm serenity about her that made her
appear untouchable.

For a moment, their eyes met across the courtyard... Lysara’s
piercing gaze locking with Kael’'s and Xal's. The recognition was mutual,
and there was no need for words. The princess’ expression remained
composed, but there was something in her eyes, a subtle hint of
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something... perhaps gratitude, perhaps something deeper... that
flickered for the briefest of moments.

Kael and Xal exchanged a glance between themselves,
understanding without speaking. They gave a small nod in
acknowledgment, a silent farewell to the princess and the woman who
had, despite everything, left a lasting impression on them.

Princess Lysara nodded back, a slow, deliberate movement of
her head, her gaze unwavering. Her entourage moved with her; their
steps as synchronized as their ranks. The princess did not linger, and
neither did the twins.

Chapter 10: The Secret Reward

Vaelor Krynn’s battleship remained cloaked in the darkness of
Mer’Kuri’s orbit, unseen by the planet’s defenses. On the ground, the
estate of Alaric and Seraphina stood quiet under the pale light of the Ra.
That silence shattered when Krynn and his Martian soldiers arrived
uninvited; their crimson armor gleaming like blood in the daylight.

Alaric, Seraphina, and their household stood tensely at the
entrance of the estate, watching as the Martians advanced. The
presence of so many armed warriors was too reminiscent of past
violence.

Xal and Kael, newly returned from their mission, stepped
forward to meet the unwelcome guests. Krynn led the way, his dark
eyes scanning the estate as if expecting to find something... or
someone... hidden in plain sight. Beside him, the combat-droid VX-17
(Vex) moved with an unnatural grace; his humanoid form eerily lifelike.
Though his face bore no expressions, his movements spoke volumes,
betraying a silent but deliberate intent

“You’re harboring Princess Lysara,” Krynn declared without
preamble. His voice was measured but sharp, his posture was one of
absolute authority. “I want her.”

Xal scoffed, stepping forward aggressively. “She’s not here!
She’s on her way back to Venus!”

Krynn’s gaze didn’t waver. “You're lying.” He tapped the side of
his wrist, where a small holographic display flickered to life. “My tracker
says otherwise.”

55



Xal bristled at the accusation. “Your tracker is wrong.” His fists
clenched at his sides. “We risked our lives to get her off Xyphos, and
you have the audacity to accuse us of keeping her? If you want a fight,
Martian, I'll be more than happy to give you one.”

Kael placed a steadying hand on his twin’s shoulder. “Xal.” His
voice was calm, but firm. Xal hesitated but didn’t back down, his glare
locked onto Krynn’s.

Kael turned to Krynn and spoke evenly. “The last time we saw
the princess, we were leaving the Solari facility where she was waiting
to return home. A Solari convoy was taking her back to Venus. That’s
the truth.”

Krynn didn’t acknowledge Kael's words. He simply continued his
scan of the estate, his eyes sharp with certainty.

Xal caught the movement of Krynn’s lips as he whispered to
himself, “She’s here. | know she’s here.”

That was all Xal needed.

Without hesitation, he lunged at Krynn, his body twisting mid-air
as he aimed a spinning roundhouse kick at the Martian general’s head.
Krynn didn’t see it coming.

But Vex did.

Out of nowhere, the combat-droid caught Xal’s foot in an iron
grip. Xal’s eyes widened in shock, but before he could react, Vex
twisted and threw his leg aside, sending him spinning through the air.

Xal landed on his feet, but now his focus had shifted.

Krynn turned, unfazed. His soldiers immediately raised their
weapons, prepared to fire.

Krynn lifted a hand. “Stand down.”

Kael moved as if to attack Vex, but Alaric stopped him with a
firm grip. Seraphina’s voice rang out sharply. “Xal! Stop!”

Her words fell on deaf ears.
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Xal shot forward, his fists lashing out at Vex in a flurry of rapid
strikes. Vex dodged them effortlessly, his movements economical and
efficient, like a machine calculating the perfect counters. Xal shifted
tactics, feinting left before launching a powerful knee strike toward Vex’s
midsection.

Vex caught the knee with his forearm, barely budging under the
force. In an instant, he retaliated, striking Xal's ribs with an open-palm
thrust that sent him skidding backward. Xal gritted his teeth and
charged again, this time aiming for Vex’s joints; seeking weaknesses,
exploiting potential vulnerabilities. He struck at Vex’s elbow, attempting
to hyperextend it, but the combat-droid twisted at the last second,
deflecting the attack and countering with a precision strike to Xal’s
shoulder.

Xal staggered, rolling with the impact, but he refused to yield. He
launched himself at Vex again, unleashing a series of acrobatic
maneuvers meant to overwhelm his opponent. Vex met him with
calculated precision, parrying each attack with brutal efficiency. Every
strike Xal threw was absorbed, redirected, or countered before it could
fully land.

Then, without warning, Vex abruptly stopped fighting.
Xal, mid-strike, felt the shift but couldn’t halt his momentum in time. He
threw a final punch, only for Vex to catch his fist effortlessly. The
combat-droid did not retaliate. He simply held Xal’s hand in place, his
grip firm but not crushing. Vex released Xal's hand and walked over to
General Krynn.

A silence fell over the estate as everyone watched, waiting for
what would happen next.

Vex finally spoke. “The estate family is telling the truth.”
Krynn frowned. “What makes you think that?”
Vex calmly walked up to Xal. “May 1?”

Xal, still breathing hard from the fight, hesitated before nodding.
Vex reached out and carefully removed a necklace from around Xal's
neck.
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Xal's eyes widened in realization. He looked dumbfounded.

Vex turned to Krynn and held up the necklace. “The signal
you’re tracking is coming from this.”

Krynn took a closer look. His expression darkened.

Kael crossed his arms. “And probably this bracelet, too.” He
lifted his arm to show Krynn his wrist.

Krynn exhaled sharply. “/ gave them to her.” His voice was
quieter now, thoughtful. “She wasn’t aware that they could be used to
track her.”

The twins explained further. “Princess Lysara wasn’t being
disrespectful by giving us the gifts you gave her. She was simply
showing her appreciation after we rescued her from Xyphos. These
trinkets were all she had in her possession. So in gratitude, she gifted
them to us after we got her safely to the Solari command center.”

Krynn understood. “You may keep them.” He disconnected the
tracker. “Now | have no idea where she is.”

Seraphina stepped forward. “None of your men ever question
why you’re so hell-bent on finding Princess Lysara?”

A bit surprised, Krynn looked at her. “They suspect that | have
some underlying sinister motive... like trying to steal the credit for
rescuing her to put Venus in my debt.”

Seraphina smiled knowingly. “For the past three decades, I've
had the same Martian diplomat... from an all-Martian male society...
romantically pursuing me. | know that look. You're in love with Princess
Lysara.”

Krynn shrank in humility.

Seraphina tilted her head. “Does she share your sentiment?”

Krynn, with his head still half-bowed, replied, “Yes... She does...
and no one knows. After her kidnapping, | was so lost... so worried.”
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He turned away, ashamed that he had been outed.

Seraphina’s voice was gentle. “Don’t worry... your secret will
remain that way.”

Krynn stopped, tilted his head slightly backward... then gestured
‘OK’

Vex turned to Xal. “Your fighting technique is impressive. As a
battle-droid, | have never met your equal. But you can stand some
improvements.”

Xal smirked. “Just wait 'til you fight Kael.”

Vex continued, “If you like, | can train with the two of you to help
improve your fighting skills. By the time we’re done, even | might have
trouble defeating you.”

The twins exchanged a glance, then nodded. “We accept.”

“Time to go, Vex,” Krynn said in passing.

Vex retorted, “Permission to stay and train with the twins?”

Krynn thought about it briefly, then nodded. “OK... | have some
business nearby at the space station, Gammaron. We'll be back to pick
you up when you summon. Consider it my apology for this uninvited
intrusion... and another gift... as well as my thanks for rescuing
Princess Lysara.”

Krynn and his men disappeared the same way they came.

Seraphina turned to Alaric, a smile playing on her lips. “It looks
like Kael and Xal found a new friend. Who knew?”

Alaric raised an eyebrow, a knowing look on his face. “The Ra
told me things will work out... | think you found a new Martian friend
too.”

Seraphina laughed softly. “Well, he's nothing like ‘Dain Varros'...
You won't find yourself competing for my hand with him.”
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Alaric snorted, his gaze lingering on Krynn as he walked away
with his men. “Yeah... He’s got the serious hots for the princess.”

Seraphina looked at him in surprise. “You know?”

Alaric met her gaze, his voice laced with amusement. “Of
course | know. He looks at her the exact same way that Varros looks at

”

you.

Seraphina chuckled, shaking her head. “I suppose that makes
sense.”

Kael and Xal run over.

Xal: Vex has offered to stay and help us train. Can he?... Oh
please... please... Can he?”

Alaric: “Surel... I'll let the Solari know that your visit is
extended.”

Kael: “Thanks dadq!”

They all head back into the mansion.

Chapter 11: The Final Mission, Part 1

Kael and Xal stood at the edge of the Solari training grounds,
the air thick with anticipation. Six months had passed since their combat
training with Vex, and now they returned to the Solari trials, prepared to
prove themselves. They had missed half a year of formal instruction, but
neither twin harbored doubt. The lessons they had learned from Vex
were far more grueling, their skills sharpened through relentless
sparring against an opponent who never tired, never faltered.

The assembled warriors, fellow initiates, and masters watched
as the trials began. The twins stepped forward, their expressions calm,
their movements precise. They faced their first opponents... seasoned
trainees who had remained on the prescribed path of the Solari
discipline.

The battle commenced, and Kael and Xal moved as one. Their
footwork was flawless, their strikes calculated, and their counters
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effortless. Their opponents struggled to keep up, their attacks
anticipated and dismantled before they could even fully commit to them.
One by one, their adversaries fell, the matches ending quicker than
anyone had expected.

Whispers rippled through the crowd. The masters exchanged
glances of astonishment. They had anticipated that the twins would
struggle, that they would need to make up for lost time. Instead, Kael
and Xal stood victorious, their skill levels beyond what any had
foreseen.

The next round brought more experienced warriors, those on the
cusp of earning their Solari titles. Yet still, the twins dominated, adapting
fluidly to each opponent, countering moves before they could fully form.
It was as though they had transcended the very training regimen the
Solari had so carefully structured.

Finally, the masters themselves stepped in, their curiosity too
great to ignore. A select few challenged the twins, believing their
superior experience would overpower the young warriors. The battles
that followed were unlike anything withessed in the trials before. Though
the twins did not claim victory against the masters, they came
astonishingly close, pushing them further than any trainee had before.

When the final match ended, silence fell over the training
grounds. The masters stood in quiet contemplation, their faces
betraying their amazement.

"Their trials are over," one of the elder masters finally declared.
"There is nothing more to test. They have surpassed every
expectation.”

Kael and Xal exchanged a look, their bond unspoken yet
understood. They had proven themselves, not just as warriors, but as
something greater. The road ahead was still unknown, but one thing
was certain... their destiny had only just begun.

Wait... Wait... There’s More!

After the trials, Kael and Xal allowed themselves a rare moment
of relief, believing they had earned a chance to relax. But their reprieve
was short-lived. Master Zephiron, one of the highest-ranking Solari,
approached them with an unexpected proposal.

"Your skills have surpassed even our finest warriors," he said,
his gaze intense. "It is time for you both to begin separate missions. You
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no longer need to complement each other in combat. Each of you is
more than capable of standing alone."

The weight of his words settled over them. The idea of fighting
apart had never occurred to them. They had always been a team, their
bond their greatest strength. But before that transition began, Master
Zephiron had one final task for them.

"Your next mission will be the last one you take together," he
announced. "Make it count."”

Kael and Xal exchanged glances. This mission would mark the
end of an era; one last battle fought side by side before their paths
separated forever.

Master Zephiron had barely finished speaking when another
master entered the chamber. Master Orion, known for his keen
strategic mind, stepped forward, his expression grave.

"Your final mission together will not be one of conquest, but of
discovery," Orion stated. "This is a reconnaissance mission. Engage in
combat only if there is no other choice. You must be in and out like the
wind."

Kael and Xal straightened; their curiosity piqued.

"There have been unexplained occurrences near the forest
moon of Pheldhor,” Orion continued. "It is more of a massive asteroid,
situated on the outer perimeter near the void but between Mer'Kuri and
Mars. Since it is teeming with life, it is considered a moon. Lately, ships
have mysteriously vanished in its vicinity ... along with their crews. No
distress signals, no wreckage. Just... gone."

A heavy silence filled the room as the gravity of the mission
settled upon them.

"Your objective is to uncover what exactly is happening out
there," Orion instructed. "Gather intelligence, observe from the
shadows, and avoid conflict whenever possible. We need answers, not
casualties. If you are forced into battle, ensure it is your only option."

Kael furrowed his brow. "Has anyone attempted to investigate
before?"

Orion exhaled slowly. "A few. But none have returned. That is
why this mission is critical. We cannot afford to keep losing people
without understanding the threat.”
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Xal smirked slightly. "So you’re sending us because we’re
expendable?"”

Zephiron interjected, shaking his head. "No. We are sending
you because you are the best chance we have. Your skKills, your
instincts... they are beyond what we expected. You have the ability to
succeed where others have failed."

Orion nodded in agreement. "You leave in two days. Use this
time wisely. Prepare your equipment, study the star maps, and rest
while you can. Pheldhor is a mystery, and mysteries are often
dangerous. Do not underestimate what you find there.”

This was no ordinary mission. Whatever awaited them on
Pheldhor was an enigma wrapped in shadows. And it would be the last
mystery they unraveled together.

Pheldhor

Kael and Xal were in their shuttle, speeding toward the Pheldhor
coordinates. The ride was quiet; an unusual stillness hanging between
them. Neither one wanted to address the pink garalephant in the
shuttle; the reality that this was their last mission together.

Xal exhaled heavily and finally broke the silence. "I can’t believe
this is it. Our last mission together.”

Kael, his eyes fixed on the navigation display, shrugged. "It
might not be our last... but we will be doing a lot more solo missions.
After all, we both knew that we would someday outgrow each other.
Like all siblings do."

Xal frowned but nodded. "Yeah... | guess that’s true."”

Kael glanced at him, offering a small, reassuring smirk.
"Besides, | think we will learn more out there on our own."

Xal sighed. "That's probably true."”

Before they could say more, the shuttle’s control panel beeped
sharply. An incoming signal... something was approaching.

Kael's fingers flew over the console. "A ship... and it's big."

Xal’s gaze locked onto the scanner. "Let’s hide behind that
asteroid. It’s just big enough.”

63



Kael nodded, maneuvering the shuttle into the shadow of the
floating rock. The moment they settled into position, a massive black
battle cruiser stormed past, its dark hull cutting through space like a
silent predator. The ship showed no signs of detecting them.

Kael’s eyes narrowed. "Who is that?" He didn’t recognize the
design, the markings, or anything about the vessel.

Xal shook his head. "I don’t know... but | bet they’re headed to
the same place we are.”

The twins exchanged a knowing look before easing their shuttle
into a cautious pursuit, keeping a safe distance as they followed the
mysterious battle cruiser toward the unknown dangers of Pheldhor.

They finally arrive. It was just as expected; an enormous
asteroid. Its size could rival that of any small moon. But what stood out
the most was its surface, covered in dense forests stretching as far as
their scanners could detect.

"Did this use to be a planet?" Xal asked, gazing at the green
expanse below.

Kael studied the readings on their console. "It probably was.
Most moons don’t have an atmosphere... and they orbit a planet.
There’s oxygen down there.”

Finding a concealed spot, they carefully landed the shuttle
beneath the thick canopy. They powered down the systems and
engaged the cloaking mechanism before stepping out onto the surface.
The air was rich and damp, filled with the scent of unfamiliar flora.

Xal took a moment to look around. "This place is incredible."”

Kael rolled his eyes. "There’s no time for sightseeing. We’re on a
mission."

Xal smirked. "Okay. But which way?"

Kael pulled out a looking glass, scanning the sky until he
spotted movement in orbit. "The cruiser we followed is that way... Let’s

go. n

With weapons at the ready and senses alert, the twins marched
off into the unknown depths of Pheldhor’s vast forest.
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Chapter 12: The Final Mission, Part 2

While scanning the moon’s surface, Kael picks up a faint,
looping distress signal. He adjusted the scanner’s settings, narrowing
the frequency range to isolate the distress signal. The faint transmission
repeated in a slow, looping pattern... just enough to be noticed if you
were looking for it.

Xal peered over his shoulder. “That’s a Solari signature. Old, but
still active.” Kael nodded. “It matches a missing patrol vessel. A small
crew...last seen near this sector.”

They continued through the moon’s dense forest, forcing their
way through the tangled foliage. As they followed the signal’s source, a
clearing emerged; a wreckage site, charred and broken. The scattered
remains of the Solari vessel lay half-buried in the undergrowth, twisted
metal and scorched hull plating strewn about.

Xal leapt down first, boots crunching over blackened debris.
“This wasn’t just a crash. There was a fight here.”

Kael followed, scanning the scene. “Solari-Eclipse engagement.
Look at the burn patterns... energy weapons, precise strikes. The Solari
put up a fight, but...” His voice trailed off as he spotted something
among the wreckage. A body.

The fallen Solari warrior lay on his side, armor melted into his
skin. His hand... what remained of it... clutched something tightly
against his chest. Kael knelt beside him.

“Looks like he was hiding something,” Xal observed, stepping
closer.

Carefully, Kael pried open the soldier’s charred fingers. The
brittle remains crumbled away, turning to dust in his hands. And there,
nestled in the warrior’s grip, was a small, gleaming shard...

A crystal of Ra.
Kael’s breath hitched. “By the Light...”

Xal took an uneasy step back. “That’s no ordinary crystal. This
thing can channel Ra energy. In the right hands... it's a weapon.”

Kael studied the crystal, feeling the hum of its contained power
even without activating it. “A lethal one.”
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Xal exhaled sharply. “Question is... Why did he have it? And
why was he hiding it?”

Kael glanced around, his senses now on high alert. “The battle
had left no survivors. No bodies... except this one. The Eclipse wouldn’t
have left a crystal of Ra behind unless...”

Kael turned sharply. “We’re not alone.”

Xal’s grip tightened around his weapon. The trees beyond the
wreckage rustled... something was out there, watching.

And waiting.

Kael and Xal shifted into defensive stances, eyes scanning the
dense forest. The shadows twisted under the glow of a nearby star, but
the underbrush beyond the wreckage remained still. Too still.

Kael’s voice was low. “Whoever’s out there... they’re waiting for
us to make a move.”

Xal’s grip on his weapon tightened. “Or they’re deciding if we’re
worth the trouble.”

A faint rustle. A shift in the darkness. Then... movement.

A figure darted between the trees, swift and silent. Then another.
And another.

Kael’s jaw clenched. “Flanking positions.”
The Eclipse.

He caught only glimpses... dark armor, lean frames, the faint
shimmer of Ra-energy woven into their weapons. Three, maybe four.
Not a full squad, but enough to be dangerous. They hadn'’t attacked yet.
That meant they wanted something.

Xal shifted beside him. “We need to move, Kael. Yesterday!”

Kael’s mind raced. The crystal. That had to be it. The Eclipse
wouldn’t have left without it. Which meant...

“They don’t know it’s here,” he murmured.

Xal’s eyes flickered to the crystal in Kael's palm. “Then we make
sure they never do.”
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A voice cut through the silence. Low, smooth, and edged with
quiet menace. “Drop your weapons.”

Kael turned his head slightly. A lone figure stepped forward,
parting from the shadows. Unlike the others, he didn’t wear the full
Eclipse combat gear. His armor was lighter, fitted for speed rather than
brute force. His helmet remained in place, a dark visor concealing his
face.

Kael didn’t move. “That’s not going to happen.”

The Eclipse soldier tilted his head slightly. “You have something
that belongs to us.”

Xal scoffed. “Funny. Looks like you left it behind.”

A pause. The soldier’s posture remained relaxed, but Kael
wasn’t fooled. Every muscle in the man’s frame was coiled, ready to
strike.

“I'll ask one more time,” the Eclipse soldier said. “Drop your
weapons... and hand over the crystal.”

Kael tightened his grip on the crystal of Ra. “No!” The Eclipse
soldier sighed. “Unfortunate.” Then the forest erupted into chaos.

The first shot came from the trees... a streak of red Ra-energy
aimed straight for Kael's head. He ducked, rolling aside as the blast
seared into the wreckage behind him. Xal was already moving, drawing
his blades as another soldier lunged from the shadows. Their weapons
clashed in a bright arc of energy, sparks flying in the dim light.

Kael didn’t hesitate. He flipped the crystal into a pouch on his
belt and activated his own weapon; a twin-bladed staff that hummed to
life with crackling Ra-energy. He twisted just in time to deflect another
incoming strike.

The lead Eclipse soldier pressed forward, his own energy blade
flashing in a rapid series of precise strikes. Kael parried, his muscles
straining under the force of each blow. This warrior was fast. But not
fast enough..

Xal grunted as he drove a knee into his opponent’s stomach,

sending his opponent sprawling. “/ count four,” he called over the clash
of weapons.
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Kael twisted around, catching another attack on his staff. “That
means there’s at least one more waiting for an opening.”

A sharp whistle cut through the air. The Eclipse leader flicked his
wrist, and the surrounding soldiers disengaged, retreating into the cover
of the trees. Kael and Xal didn’t lower their guard, their breaths heavy in
the sudden silence.

“Impressive,” the leader mused. “You fight like Solari.”
Kael smirked, still holding his stance. “That’s because we are.”

A brief pause. Then the Eclipse soldier laughed... a low,
unsettling sound. “Then you should know how this ends.”

Xal wiped a smear of blood from his lip. “Yeah? Enlighten us.”

The leader raised his arm. A sharp blue light blinked on his wrist
gauntlet. A beacon.

Kael’'s stomach tightened. That wasn’t a retreat signal. That was
a summoning.

The air vibrated. A distant hum grew into a deep, resonating thrum. Kael
turned his gaze skyward. A dark shape loomed beyond the tree line... a
ship. Eclipse reinforcements.

Xal cursed under his breath. “This just got worse. | guess we
won’t be in and out like the wind.”

Kael calculated their odds in an instant. They were skilled, but
outnumbered. If that ship landed, they wouldn'’t last long. “We need an
exit,” Kael muttered.

Xal glanced at the wreckage, then in the direction of their
shuttle. “We’re not making it back on foot.”

The Eclipse leader took a slow step forward. “Last chance,
Solari. The crystal. Or your lives.”
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Kael’s grip on his staff tightened. He glanced at Xal. His brother
gave the smallest nod. No surrender. Kael smirked. “Come take it.”

The Eclipse soldiers charged.
Kael and Xal met them head-on.

To everyone’s surprise, the ground trembled beneath them. At
first, it was subtle... a distant, rhythmic thumping that pulsed through
the soil. Then it grew stronger. Louder. Each impact sent vibrations
through Kael’s boots.

The fighting stopped.

Both the Solari and the Eclipse hesitated, weapons still raised,
but no one made a move. The tension shifted, no longer between them
but toward something else. Something coming.

The Eclipse leader took a cautious step back. “What in the
Void...?”

Kael and Xal instinctively moved closer to each other, their eyes
locking onto the darkened forest beyond the wreckage. The trees
trembled. The shadows deepened. The thumping grew deafening.

Then, a roar... deep, guttural, unlike anything else.
All heads turned to the treetops.

Branches cracked. Something massive stirred above the
treetops. Whatever it was, it was big.

Before either side could react, three figures burst from the
foliage, running at full speed.

General Krynn. Vex. And...
Kael blinked. “Lysara?!”

The Venusian princess, dressed in a fitted combat suit, sprinted
ahead of Krynn, her expression tense with determination. Krynn was
right beside her; his long coat whipping behind him. Vex’s metallic frame
gleamed in the moonlight, his strides calculated, efficient.

They were running straight toward Kael and Xal.

Not stopping. Not slowing.
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Kael barely had time to register what was happening before
Krynn shouted as he passed, “MOVE!”

Kael and Xal exchanged bewildered glances... then ran.

Behind them, the roar came again, closer this time, shaking the
ground with its sheer force. The Eclipse stood frozen for a fraction of a
second too long.

Then the trees snapped apart.

A monstrous silhouette emerged, towering above the treetops;
its massive form shrouded in darkness and shifting light. The Eclipse
now had their hands full.

Chapter 13: The Final Mission, Part 3

The twins, the princess, the general, and Vex had found a safe
haven deep inside the forest. The dense canopy above shielded them
from prying eyes, and the air was thick with the scent of damp soil and
wild foliage. As they caught their breath, Xal finally voiced the question
that had been gnawing at him.

"Of all the impossible to imaginable trios," he said, exasperated,
"what are the three of you doing on Pheldhor?"

Lysara took a deep breath, steadying herself. "We probably got
the same intel about missing ships and crews. Whoever is responsible
does not discriminate. Some of the missing were Venusians."

Krynn's voice was grim as he added, "And some of them were
from Mars."

Lysara nodded. "Venus accused Mars... Mars accused Venus...
We were about to go to war over this."”

Krynn stepped forward, walking over to Lysara and pulling her
intimately close. His presence was both commanding and protective.
Vex, standing nearby, remained on guard.

"But we couldn't let our two worlds go to war over this," Krynn
said. "So we decided to come out here ourselves and find out what's
really going on.”

Lysara continued, her voice quieter but no less urgent. "And we
did. None of us suspected Mer'Kuri would be involved.”
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Xal's eyes narrowed. "The Eclipse."

Lysara nodded. "Yes. The Eclipse. But that doesn't directly
implicate Mer'Kuri... After all, they sent the two of you to investigate.
Whoever the Eclipse are working for has a very big and well-equipped
outpost here on Pheldhor."”

Kael and Xal agreed. The implications were unsettling.

Lysara exhaled sharply. "After we discovered it... they
discovered us. That's why we were running. Oh... and that big hungry
reptile that we disturbed while fighting our way out... was a lot of
motivation... Although... we didn’t expect to... literally... run into the two
of you."

Kael and Xal exchanged glances, lowering their heads slightly
as though giving it more thought.

Xal suddenly erupted, "Wait a minute... Wait a minute... Wait
one minute! What is going on between the two of you?" He gestured
between the general and the princess.

Kael continued, his voice dripping with sarcasm, "l heard all the
rumors... Mars is an all-male dictatorship that abhors the very idea of
females.”

Xal added, "Yeah... And Venus is the same way and feels the
same way..." He stumbled slightly over his words. "But the opposite...
Women... hate... men... That sort'ov thing."

Kael shook his head in disbelief. "So how in the great name of
Ra are the two of you so cozy?"

Xal smirked, "Yeah... | had my designs on Princess Lysara."”

Kael turned to him, looking surprised. "I had my designs set on
Princess Lysara... After she gave me her bracelet... | didn’t know she
gave you a necklace."

Xal, somewhat disappointed, sighed. "She was just being
friendly... | thought we were lying to the general... back at the
mansion."”

Lysara glanced between them, a small, amused smile playing on
her lips.

Vex interjected, "OK... Now what? We've got two choices. We
make our escape, go back to our respective worlds, try to convince
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everyone to form a coalition, work together, and come back here with
one big-ass cavalry."

Krynn arched a brow. "Vex... You've been practicing your
contractions and euphemisms."”

Vex continued, "or... we stay here, go back to that outpost... this
time with the Twin Suns... and blow the hell out of it."

Xal stepped forward and bowed respectfully. "I’'m with you on
that last one... Master Vex."

For the first time, something shifted in Vex’s usually emotionless
face. His voice returned to its usual precise tone. "l am not a master."”

Kael walked up beside Xal and bowed as well. "Yes, you are.
The Solari could not have taught us the things that you taught us...
Because of you, we completed our trials early... in record time."

Vex regarded them for a moment, then returned the bow.

Lysara looked up at Krynn; an amused smirk playing on her lips.
"Talk about bromance... | did not see that one coming."

Krynn tilted his head slightly, "Not to correct you, my love... but
Vex is only simulating a '‘Bro."

Lysara let out a soft chuckle before playfully punching Krynn in
the shoulder. In a swift motion, he grabbed her by the waist and pulled
her close. The warmth of his embrace contrasted with the cool forest air,
and for a moment, the tension of their situation faded.

Xal groaned, rubbing his temples. "In the name of Ra... If you
two were anything other than a Venusian and a Martian..."

Kael folded his arms, shaking his head. "Yeah... You feel like our
parents right now. Seriously, get a room."

Vex glanced between them, his tone flat. "Excuse me... did we
make a decision?"

Lysara sighed, breaking away from Krynn’'s embrace. "If we
leave and try to convince our respective worlds that there’s a big
enough threat to warrant cooperation, form a coalition, and send a
combined cavalry..." She exhaled sharply. "That could take weeks...
months... years."
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They all exchanged knowing looks before nodding in reluctant
agreement.

Lysara crossed her arms. "So the way | see it... it's up to us five
to take out that outpost.”

Kael and Xal exchanged glances before nodding in agreement.

Lysara raised an eyebrow, glancing between them expectantly.
"What?... | don’t get a bow?"

Kael and Xal exchanged another look before sarcastically
bowing in exaggerated unison. "Yes, your Royal Highness."

Lysara smirked, rolling her eyes. "That’s more like it... Now let’s
get out of here."

They all followed Princess Lysara in the direction of the
outpost... with Krynn the last to depart...

Krynn: “Wait... Do we even have a plan?” He rushed to catch
up... following up in the rear.

A Funny Thing Happened On The Way To The Outpost

The quintet had been treading the dense forest terrain for an
hour, their movements careful but steady as they pressed forward.

Xal suddenly broke the silence. "Drakars, Vornaks, and
Xelphs..."

Kael grinned. "Oh my!"

The twins then chanted in unison, "Drakars, Vornaks, and
Xelphs... Oh my!"

To their surprise, Vex joined in, his voice perfectly monotone.
"Drakars, Vornaks, and Xelphs... Oh my!"

Lysara spun around, fixing them with an fed up glare. In a loud
whisper, she hissed, "Will you three knock it off?!"

Krynn couldn't help but laugh, his deep chuckle breaking
through the tension of their trek. But amusement was short-lived. By
then, they had arrived at the crash site where Kael and Xal had
previously battled the Eclipse.

The aftermath was grim. The forest floor was scorched and torn;
the remnants of Eclipse equipment scattered like debris from a storm.
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Nearby, the Eclipse soldiers had met a gruesome fate. Their
bodies were shredded and strewn across the battlefield; deep claw
marks carving through their armor like it was nothing more than cloth.
Blood splattered the charred ground, and thick, gnarled trees bore the
scars of powerful impacts.

The true culprit of the carnage was unmistakable. Large, deep
tracks were imprinted in the dirt, leading away from the wreckage. A
stifling scent of reptilian musk still lingered in the air.

Xal exhaled. "Looks like the Rezzak got to them before we
could."”

The Rezzak; a monstrous, apex predator of Pheldhor, was a
nightmarish fusion of reptile and brute force. Its massive, black-scale
body was built for both speed and destruction, with razor-sharp talons
and a maw lined with rows of jagged teeth. It was known to be
relentless once provoked.

Kael knelt beside one of the bodies, nudging a cracked helmet
with the hilt of his blade. "We did some damage... but this? This was
something else entirely.”

Lysara tightened her grip on her weapon. "If the Rezzak is still
nearby... we need to keep moving."

Krynn exhaled sharply, his eyes scanning the wreckage. "Now
we have two enemies to fight... One who will torture and kill us... and
other will kill and eat us!"

Lysara suddenly halted in her tracks, a spark of realization
flashing across her face. "It doesn’t have to be that way," she
murmured, turning back to the group.

Kael and Xal exchanged wary glances, but Krynn leaned on the
wreckage, intrigued. "I'm listening."

Lysara took a step forward. "l suspect the Rezzak has an
incredibly strong sense of smell... strong enough to recognize and track
specific scents. We can use that against the Eclipse."”

Xal scoffed, raising an eyebrow. "Oh... You have pet Rezzaks
back on Venus, Your Royal Highness?"

Lysara smirked. "No... But I think | want one”

Everyone looked on in silence.
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Lysara: Anyway... we can make this Rezzak our ally when we
attack the outpost.”

Kael frowned. "And what’s to stop it from attacking us?"

Lysara gestured toward the fallen Eclipse soldiers. "The Rezzak
will think we are the Eclipse. We camouflage ourselves in these Eclipse
uniforms. The scent will mask ours, and when the Rezzak picks up the
familiar smell, it'll think we are the Eclipse."

Xal wrinkled his nose in disgust. "Ew! These dead Eclipse
uniforms?"

Lysara nodded, undeterred. "Yes. And I'm willing to bet there’s
more than one Rezzak out there. We stir them up... get them riled...
and then lead them straight to the outpost.”

A moment of silence hung between them as the weight of her
plan sank in.

Krynn finally smirked. "Using the enemy of our enemy... Clever.
Reckless, but clever."

Vex, who had been silently observing, finally spoke. "Logical. If
executed correctly, it will cause maximum disruption to the outpost’s
defenses."”

Kael sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. "I can’t believe I'm
about to say this, but... 'm in."

Xal groaned. "Fine. But if | get eaten, I'm haunting all of you."

Lysara grinned. "Then let’s get to work."

Chapter 14: The Final Mission, Part 4

The quintet moved in silence, their figures barely discernible
among the towering trunks and dense foliage of the forest. The Eclipse
uniforms they had scavenged from the dead at the crash site were stiff
with dried blood and the scent of burned fabric, but they served their
purpose... keeping them hidden in enemy territory.

The forest was thick with shadows, moonlight barely cutting
through the tangled canopy above. Every step was carefully placed,
boots pressing into the damp earth, avoiding the brittle underbrush that
could give them away.
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Kael led the group, his senses heightened, every breath
measured. The weight of the Eclipse rifle across his back felt foreign,
but necessary. Xal walked beside him, his fingers twitching near his
blade’s hilt, his mind cycling through the stories they had heard.

The Rezzak. No one had ever seen more than one at a time,
and even then, those who had lived through an encounter spoke of
them in whispers, as if naming them would summon something from the
void.

Behind them, Vex moved with calculated precision, his battle-
droid frame making no more sound than the wind through the leaves.
His optics flickered, filtering heat signatures, tracking movement beyond
human perception. Two more warriors brought up the rear, gripping their
stolen weapons with white-knuckled fists, their helmets obscuring all but
the tension in their stance.

A heavy fog clung to the underbrush, curling like fingers around
the roots of gnarled trees. It smelled of damp rot and something
sharper; something wrong. The deeper they went, the more the silence
pressed in, thick and unnatural. No insects hummed. No distant
creatures rustled in the foliage. The forest was holding its breath.

Then, the sound.

A low, guttural rumble vibrated through the ground beneath
them. It wasn'’t distant. It wasn’t coming from the trees. It was close...
scary close.

Xal's breath hitched as he turned his head ever so slightly. The
sound wasn’t a growl, it wasn’t a warning. It was rhythmic. Steady.
Deep.

Breathing.

His eyes adjusted to the darkness, tracing the outline of
something massive, its form curled within the undergrowth. It took his
mind a second too long to register what he was looking at. The ridged,
armor-plated body, the faint rise and fall of its chest, the way its talons
flexed unconsciously as it exhaled.

He was standing next to a sleeping Rezzak.

His every muscle locked into place. He could feel the heat
radiating from its massive form. The raw power coiled within its limbs. A
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single movement... one misstep... and those claws would tear through
him before he could even reach for his blade.

Don't move. Don't even breathe.

Xal clenched his jaw, eyes flicking upward to Kael. His brother
had frozen mid-step, his expression unreadable beneath his Eclipse
helmet, but Xal knew that look. The look of a man calculating a way out
of a death trap.

A soft chime sounded in Xal’s earpiece... Vex, speaking through
the secure channel. "Remain still. Readjusting scans."

Xal didn’'t need a scan to tell him what his gut was already
screaming.

The others had started noticing it, too. The heavy breathing
wasn’t coming from just one place.

It was all around them.

Kael’s fingers twitched as he slowly tilted his head, his visor
sweeping over the clearing. His pulse thundered in his ears as he
counted.

“One...”
“Two...”
“Three...”
“Four...”
“Five...”

The trees weren'’t just casting deep shadows. The shapes
between the roots, curled against fallen logs, weren’t boulders.

They had wandered straight into a Rezzak den.

A shifting weight pressed the air... one of the creatures exhaled
heavily in its sleep, a talon twitching. Xal's throat tightened as he caught
the gleam of curved fangs beneath its curled lip. If one woke up, the
others would follow.

Kael flicked his fingers in a barely perceptible signal: Retreat.
Slow. Controlled.

No one moved.
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Because something had changed.

The breathing pattern of one of the Rezzak shifted... no longer
deep and steady. It had become shallow.

A pause.
A sniff.
Then...

A low, guttural growl rumbled in the chest of the beast beside
Xal.

It was waking up.
A breath. A shift. The Rezzak stirred.

Before anyone could react, Lysara’s voice cut through their
earpieces, barely above a whisper. “/ have a plan.”

Xal’'s stomach twisted. Whatever it was, it had better work...
because they had seconds before the Rezzak woke.

Kael and the others turned their heads slightly, just enough to
see her. The faint glow of her visor reflected in the darkness, sharp with
determination.

“The outpost is half a mile that way,” she murmured, tilting her
head toward the east. “We move twenty paces, then we light this den
up with grenades... and then we run like hell.”

Kael inhaled slowly. It was a risk. A massive one. But they had
no better option.

Lysara’s voice remained calm, steady. “Leave some of the
armor. Make sure they get Eclipse scent.”

Xal swallowed hard. Smart. The Rezzak would wake to an
attack that smelled like Eclipse soldiers. If they were lucky, the
creatures would redirect their rage toward the outpost.

They crept like hell.

Xal counted each step in his head. “One... Two... Three...” His
boots barely made a sound against the damp terrain. A single misplaced
step, one crunch of leaves, and this plan would turn into a massacre.

“Nine... Ten... Eleven...”
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Behind him, Vex moved soundlessly, his processors adjusting to
the shifting air currents, tracking every slight movement of the Rezzak
behind them. Kael and Lysara matched his pace.

“Seventeen... Eighteen... Nineteen...”
“Twenty.”

They turned as one, dropping to a low crouch. Hands went to
belts, fingers unclipped pins.

A heartbeat of stillness.
Then...
Click. Toss.

A series of dull metallic clinks as grenades rolled into the den.
They landed among the sleeping beasts, settling into the dirt, nestled
between limbs and tails.

Silence stretched thin.
Then...
Detonation.

The night shattered. A wave of fire and force erupted behind
them, blasting the air with heat. Trees split, leaves ignited, and the
ground trembled beneath the force of the explosion.

A screech... high, raw, and furious... ripped through the forest.
The Rezzak were awake.

And they were angry.
Kael didn’t wait to see the aftermath. “RUN!”
They ran.

Branches whipped past, the ground a blur beneath their feet.
Behind them, guttural howls split the air, followed by the sound of
massive bodies crashing through the trees. The Rezzak weren'’t just
waking up... they were now very angry.

Lysara’s plan had worked.
The only problem?

Now, the Rezzak were coming.
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The Outpost on Pheldhor

The forest blurred around them, branches whipping at their
faces, boots pounding against the damp terrain. The explosion still
roared in their ears, but it was the sound behind them that sent ice
through their veins.

A shriek tore through the night, followed by the deafening crash
of trees splintering like matchsticks. Xal risked a glance over his
shoulder... a mistake.

Dark shapes, massive and armored, wove through the
underbrush with unnatural speed. Their long, taloned limbs tore through

roots and debris as if they were nothing. Gleaming amber eyes locked
onto their fleeing forms, pupils flaring wide in the darkness.

They were gaining.

“Faster!” Kael growled, pushing ahead.

Vex was already at full sprint, his movements impossibly
precise, dodging trees with mechanical accuracy. Lysara was close
behind; her breath steady despite the urgency. Xal’s legs burned, but he
didn’t dare slow down.

A hundred meters to the clearing.

The trees were thinning. Just beyond the ridge, the enemy
outpost waited.

Then... a snarl, too close.

A Rezzak leaped, its massive frame launching through the air,
claws extended.

Xal didn’t think. He dropped into a slide, mud spraying up as the
creature’s claws slashed just above his head. The Rezzak crashed into
the trees beside him, obliterating bark and branches. It recovered fast.
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“Xal!” Lysara twisted mid-run, drawing the Eclipse rifle from her
back. Three quick bursts. The bullets slammed into the Rezzak’s thick
plating, barely slowing it down.

Another scream ripped through the trees. More of them were
coming.

Vex suddenly spoke through coms. “Enemy proximity: two
hundred meters. They have not detected us.”

Kael didn’t break stride. “They will in about five seconds.”

They crested the ridge... and there it was.

The outpost.

A fortified structure sat nestled within a clearing, walls lined with
guard towers and sentry drones. Eclipse soldiers patrolled the
perimeter, their helmets glowing under searchlights.

They were running straight at the enemy.

And behind them?

A nightmare with fangs and claws.

Lysara’s voice was sharp. “We take cover in the outpost. The
Rezzak will do the rest.”

Xal let out a breathless laugh. “You're insane.”

Kael grinned. “She’s brilliant.”

No turning back now.

They charged forward... straight into the enemy’s line of sight.
And the Rezzak followed.

A cluster of armored buildings surrounded by fortified walls,
patrolled by squads of Eclipse soldiers. The harsh white beams of
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searchlights cut through the dark, sweeping across the treetops.
Automated turrets lined the perimeter, their barrels scanning for
movement.

Xal’s lungs burned, his legs screaming for rest, but they couldn’t
slow down.

The first Rezzak broke through the tree line with a sound that
curdled the blood... a guttural, bone-rattling snarl that shattered the
night. Its four massive limbs slammed into the terrain, crushing roots
and stone beneath its weight.

The sentries on the outpost walls snapped their weapons up,
helmets swiveling toward the disturbance.

A soldier’s voice crackled over an intercom. “Movement in the
trees! Something’s coming!”

Another voice barked, “Looks like our squad! They’re being
chased... open fire on those things! Cover them!”

A warning siren blared.
Then the guns came to life.

Turrets locked. Rifles raised. The Eclipse unleashed hell.

Chapter 15: The Final Mission, Part 5

A barrage of plasma and bullets tore through the trees, lighting
up the night like a storm of fire. The quintet threw themselves behind a
row of supply crates just inside the gates, ducking as rounds zipped
past their heads.

Xal peeked over the crate just in time to see a Rezzak take a
direct hit... three high-powered plasma shots straight to the chest. The
force sent it skidding backward, smoking wounds punched into its thick
hide.

It barely flinched.
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Then it roared. A terrible, rage-filled sound that sent a physical
shudder through the air.

The others answered.

Four more Rezzak surged from the tree line, their bodies blurs of
jet-black armor and glinting claws.

The first Rezzak launched itself at the wall, claws digging into
reinforced steel as if it were paper. The soldiers barely had time to react
before the beast ripped through the first turret, tearing it free in a shower
of sparks.

The second Rezzak hit the eastern gate, plowing through it like
a battering ram. Metal groaned, beams bent, and suddenly the fortress
designed to withstand an assault from any formidable enemy forces
was being peeled apart like a fragile shell.

“By the power of Ra! They’re breaking in!” A soldier’s panicked
voice filled the coms.

“Hold the line! HOLD!”

A Rezzak landed on the nearest guard tower. Clawed limbs
wrapped around the structure, snapping it in half. The poor soldier
inside never had a chance... One swipe sent him screaming into the
night.

The outpost was doomed.

Kael and Lysara wasted no time. “This way!” Kael barked,
grabbing Xal and pulling him toward the side of a crumbling storage
unit. Vex was already scanning for a path through the carnage.

A Rezzak barreled into the central barracks, its sheer force
caving in the roof. Eclipse soldiers scattered, firing wildly, but their
weapons barely slowed the rampaging creatures.

Then came the final blow.
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The largest Rezzak, the one that had been closest to Xal back in
the den, emerged from the smoke. It reared up on its hind legs,
towering over the battlefield. Its amber eyes burned with fury as it let out
a piercing, bone-shaking shriek.

Then it slammed both of its front claws into the ground.

The shockwave ripped through the outpost, sending Eclipse
soldiers flying. Structures buckled. Fires ignited. The walls of the once-
impenetrable base collapsed inwards.

And in the middle of the chaos... the quintet ran.

Through smoke and debris, dodging the collapsing remains of
the outpost, sprinting toward the back entrance where the Eclipse had
stored their transport ships.

The Rezzak weren’t after them anymore.
They were ripping the outpost to shreds.

Xal spared one last glance over his shoulder, just in time to see
a soldier screaming as a Rezzak’s jaws closed around him... a flash of
teeth, a spray of blood, and then nothing.

The hangar doors loomed ahead, half-crushed by the
destruction tearing through the outpost. Fires licked at the metal
framework, smoke billowing into the night sky. Eclipse transports lay in
ruins, some half-buried under debris, others still intact but swarmed by
Rezzak. Escape was looking grim.

Then Vex’s voice cut through the chaos. “General Krynn. South
corridor. Secondary hangar.”

Krynn didn’t question it. “Follow me!”

They veered sharply, sprinting past the main landing area as
another Rezzak barreled through a burning structure, sending bodies
and metal flying. Screams echoed in the air... the sounds of men dying,
the sounds of a base falling.
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They pushed through a half-collapsed security checkpoint,
emerging into a hidden sector of the hangar... one untouched by the
carnage. A single craft sat in the center of the room, sleek and pitch
black, its reflective hull absorbing the firelight around it.

It was unlike any ship any of them had ever seen.

Krynn slowed to a stop. His eyes flicked across the craft’s
structure, taking in its smooth, jagged design... A predator in ship form.
The insignia was barely visible, obscured by the ship’s chameleon
plating.

A prototype. A secret project.

Krynn’s lips curled into a smirk. “This baby is leaving with me.”

Vex was already interfacing with the console, overriding the lock
systems. The hatch hissed open, revealing a sleek interior... plush
seating, reinforced blast shields, advanced controls. This wasn’t just a
ship. It was a game-changer.

“Inside! Now!” Krynn barked.

Kael and Xal didn’t need to be told twice. They bolted up the
ramp, Lysara right behind them. The moment Krynn and Vex stepped
in, the hatch sealed shut.

The ship hummed to life beneath them.

Krynn slid into the pilot’s seat, his hands gripping controls that
felt like they were made for him. Screens lit up, scanning his vitals.
Voice recognition engaged.

A synthetic voice whispered through the coms: “Welcome,
Commander. Stealth prototype XK-07, online.”

Krynn’s grin widened. “Welcome to the real world.”

Outside, the outpost was a graveyard.
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Flames engulfed the remains. Rezzak stalked through the ruins,
finishing off the last Eclipse survivors. Their screams were lost in the
roar of fire and destruction.

Krynn flicked a switch. Engines ignited.

The ship lurched upward with a power not familiar to anyone...
silent, smooth, a ghost in the night.

Xal glanced out the viewport just as a final explosion consumed
the outpost, sending shockwaves rippling through the valley.

Their mission was a success. The enemy stronghold on
Pheldhor was gone.

And they were leaving it in a wave of fire... without firing a shot.

The ship knifed through the sky, piercing the atmosphere in a
streak of silver.

Below, the largest of the Rezzak swung its massive head,
tracking the ascending vessel. It let out a ferocious roar, a sound of fury
and defiance lost to the deafening inferno.

At the controls, Krynn exhaled, fingers tightening around the
throttle. This was his ship now.

Xal broke the silence. "Kael... What's bothering you now?"

Kael's eyes stayed fixed ahead. "Something'’s off... When we
first arrived, we had to hide from that battle cruiser. What happened to
it? Where did it go? It could've wiped out the Rezzak attack from orbit."”

Lysara turned in her seat. "You say this now?"

Krynn’s expression didn’t waver. "Whoever they were... they’re
long gone."

Vex’s voice came through, cool and measured. "Just like we
are, General... just like we are.”
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Chapter 16: Shadows In The Void

The void stretched endlessly in all directions, a silent abyss
speckled with distant, dying stars. A lone battlecruiser, its blackened
hull devouring what little light reached it, drifted through the cosmic
expanse. The Oblivion Wraith; a name only whispered among those
who had cause to fear it... had just emerged from a blind jump, its sub-
light engines humming low as they cooled from the stress of interstellar
travel.

On the bridge, Captain Dren Malgrith stood motionless, his
gaunt features illuminated by the dim glow of the control panels. His
gloved fingers twitched slightly behind his back as he peered through
the massive viewport. Though no celestial body marked this stretch of
space, he knew they were not alone.

One by one, they began to appear.

The armada of Draetheon... an overwhelming presence in the
darkness... rose from the shadows like phantoms. Their ships bore no
recognizable insignia, no conventional formations. These were war
machines of unknown design, forged in the hidden depths of the
universe, their surfaces shifting like liquid metal beneath the faint glow
of distant stars. Some were vast, their silhouettes stretching longer than
dreadnoughts, while others moved in unnatural silence, their engines
making no discernible sound.

The flagship, a fortress-like leviathan known only as the
Abyssal Spire, loomed ahead. It was larger than all the other vessels.
A monstrosity of alien architecture, pulsing with an eerie, what seemed
to be, bioluminescence. It was the heart of the Shallit'Biru’s fleet... an
enigma even to those who served it.

A voice crackled through the coms. “Captain Malgrith, you are to
board immediately. The High Admiral awaits.”

Malgrith inclined his head to his crew. “Prepare the shuttle.”
Within minutes, his personal transport detached from the
Oblivion Wraith and glided toward the Abyssal Spire. The closer they

drew, the more its surface seemed to shift, as though it were alive,
watching. The docking bay was vast but empty, devoid of crew, save for
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the silent figures standing at the far end. Shallit'biru enforcers... tall,
imposing beings clad in dark, fluid-like armor. Their faces were
obscured behind sleek, featureless helmets, their presence exuding an
unnatural stillness.

The moment he stepped onto the deck, Malgrith was escorted
through the fortress, deeper into the unknown heart of the ship. The
walls pulsed, whispering, as though the very vessel were breathing. At
last, the enforcers stopped before a massive chamber, its entrance
framed by shifting metallic tendrils that recoiled as he stepped through.

Inside, High Admiral Kaylith Voss stood before an immense
projection... a grainy, distorted image of what should have been a
fortified outpost. Instead, only a debris field remained.

“You were the last to leave this station, Captain,” Voss said, his
voice slow, deliberate. “Explain.”

Malgrith narrowed his eyes at the flickering holo-feed. The
outpost... once a secure stronghold... had been utterly annihilated. Not
a single trace of structured wreckage remained, only a drifting field of
twisted metal.

“This... was not us,” Malgrith stated. “Nothing should have been
able to do this.”

Voss turned to him; his piercing gaze unreadable. “And yet,
something did.”

He gestured toward the projection, and a schematic of the
outpost overlaid the image of its ruin. “This station was the keystone of
our Mer’Kuri invasion strategy. lts communications relays coordinated
fleet movements. Its munitions stockpiles ensured our forces could
sustain prolonged engagements.”

Voss turned fully to face Malgrith, his expression unreadable.
“Now, it is gone. Our supply lines are cut. We no longer have the luxury
of a gradual approach.”

Malgrith stiffened. “Meaning?”
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Voss stepped closer, his presence looming. “Meaning we’re
forced to strike now.”

Malgrith’s mind raced. The armada had been mobilizing for a
precise and methodical campaign... crippling Mer'’Kuri’s defenses
before overwhelming its forces. Now, that entire plan had been
obliterated along with the outpost.

A full-scale assault?” Malgrith asked. “Without preparation?”
Voss tilted his head slightly. “This is our preparation.”

He gestured back to the projection, and the image shifted. No
longer just a star map, but a series of fragmented surveillance feeds...
distorted, incomplete, but unmistakably showing settlements, outposts,
and lone vessels before their signals abruptly cut to black.

“The disappearances,” Malgrith muttered.

Voss gave a slow nod. “Every soul who stumbled upon our
operations at Pheldhor was silenced. It was a necessary precaution.
That station would have been an unseen hand directing our forces. Now
it is gone.” His voice darkened. “We do not have time to rebuild in the
shadows.”

As Malgrith clenched his jaw. a voice broke the silence.
“Perhaps,” a cold, calculating tone mused, “someone found out.”

Malgrith turned as Commander Typhon, a veteran strategist
and Voss’s most trusted advisor, stepped forward from the shadows of
the chamber. Her gaunt frame was draped in the dark, ceremonial
robes of the fleet's high command, her unnerving gaze locked onto the
fractured images of Pheldhor’s remains.

“You believe we were discovered?” Voss asked.

Typhon gestured toward the flickering holo-feed. “We ensured
that every ship, every traveler, every soul who strayed too close to
Pheldhor was erased without a trace. And yet, this happened. You do
not call that a coincidence, do you?” She turned her sharp eyes toward
Malgrith. “Something... or someone... knew exactly where to strike.”
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Malgrith remained silent, but her words twisted in his mind. If
they had been found out, if someone had learned the truth and
retaliated... it meant they were being watched just as they had been
watching others.

Voss turned fully to Malgrith. “You find out who.”

Malgrith straightened. “And if | do?”

Voss’ expression was cold, absolute. “Then you eradicate
them.”

Malgrith gave a slow nod. “And you?”

Voss turned back to the glowing red trajectory on the star
map... the path leading straight to Mer’Kuri. His voice was steel.

“I will conduct the attack.”

The chamber was silent. The weight of what was coming
pressed down like an unseen force.

Malgrith exhaled. “As you command.”

Voss turned away; his mind already consumed by the coming
war. But before he could take another step, Typhon spoke again.

“And what of the Shallit’Biru?” Her voice carried no hesitation,
only the cold efficiency of a strategist calculating every possible
variable. “Has he been informed?”

Voss didn’t turn, but there was the briefest pause before he
answered.

“NO. ”

Typhon’s expression didn’t shift, though her eyes darkened
slightly. “Should he?”

Voss turned his head just enough to glance at her. “Not yet.”
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Malgrith tensed. Keeping anything from the Shallit'Biru was
reckless... bordering on suicidal. He was not merely their benefactor; he
was their master. It was by his will that the fleet had been raised; by his
command that they had set this war in motion. And yet, Voss was
choosing silence.

Typhon clasped her hands behind her back. “If he discovers we
have acted without informing him...”

“He will know when the battle is won,” Voss interrupted, his tone
final. “Not before.”

Malgrith and Typhon exchanged a glance. It was a dangerous
gamble. The Shallit'Biru did not suffer insubordination. He was a being
of singular, unrelenting power, and to act without his blessing was to
invite consequences few could survive.

Malgrith: “Then I will ensure he has no reason to question us.”

Voss gave a slow nod. “Good.” Then, his voice dropped to
something almost unreadable. “Do not fail.”

But before Malgrith could so much as turn, the room exploded
with blinding light.

A crackling, unnatural vortex tore into existence in the center of
the chamber, sending violent waves of energy rippling outward. A force
so fierce, it threatened to crush the very air in their lungs. Shadows
warped, reality bent, and the very walls of the ship groaned as if bowing
to the presence that now stepped through.

A towering silhouette emerged from the portal, its form shifting
between solid and spectral, the very essence of darkness coiling around
it like living tendrils. From within the shifting abyss, two burning eyes
locked onto Voss, radiating fury beyond mortal comprehension.

The voice that followed was not spoken... it was felt, vibrating
through every cell, every nerve, every inch of their being.

“WHAT HAPPENED TO MY OUTPOST!?!”
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The force of the words alone sent Malgrith stumbling back, a
sharp pain drilling into his skull. Typhon, to her credit, barely flinched,
though her hands clenched at her sides. Voss, standing at the forefront,
braced himself against the crushing weight of the dark presence.

Then the Shallit’Biru laughed.

A low, terrible sound, like the shifting of tectonic plates, the
grinding of ancient bones beneath an unseen weight.

“I allow my children to play on their own,” he mused, his voice
slithering through the air, wrapping around their throats like unseen
chains. “To make up their own rules as they go... To get the job done.”
His gaze burned into Voss, then Malgrith. “But never think that means |
don’t know what’s going on... | might dwell in the dark... but that does
not mean that I’'m in the dark.”

The light around them seemed to bend, darken, as his voice
dropped to something even more insidious.

“Until now.”
The Shallit’Biru’s burning gaze snapped back to Voss.
“WHERE. IS. MY. OUTPOST?!?”

A crushing silence followed, broken only by the distant hum of
the ship’s systems.

“The only outpost that was...”

Voss, Malgrith, and Typhon say in unison: “key to this
operation.”

The Shallit’Biru continued; his voice no longer a bellow but a
lethal whisper, all the more terrifying for its restraint. “One that may very
well have failed before it even began!”

His fingers twitched, and for a fleeting moment, the space
around him seemed to fracture. “/ admire your efforts to fix this before |
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found out.” He let that hang in the air before his voice sharpened into
something cutting. “But this... this is bigger than you.”

Malgrith, still kneeling, swallowed hard. “My lord, we...”

“Silence!”

The word alone was enough to paralyze him.

The Shallit’Biru straightened, his formless shape shifting,
flickering between dimensions. “The truth is, I don’t even know what

happened.” He let that revelation settle in, its weight a thousand times
more crushing than his anger.

His gaze drifted toward Typhon. “My only advice... is that you,
Commander Typhon, go find out what happened to my outpost.”

Typhon’s lips parted, but she did not dare to speak.

Then his burning eyes shifted back to Voss and Malgrith. “And
you two... Go win me my war.” The darkness around him pulsed.
“Bring me Mer’Kuri to make up for this ridiculous failure.”

Typhon took a step forward, her chest rising sharply as she
exploded.

“Is this because | am a woman?!?” she snapped, her composure
finally breaking. “Let me bring you Mer’Kuri!”

The Shallit’Biru laughed again.

But this time, it was something different. A cruel, knowing
amusement.

“No... no, my child,” he said, his voice smooth, almost gentle.
“Not because you are a woman.” His burning eyes flicked toward the
others before settling back on her. “But because you are the brightest
one in this room!”

The air grew still, suffocating.
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“I believe you will find out what happened to my outpost,” he
said, his voice dropping to something even more ominous. “or die
trying!”

And with that, the portal snapped shut.

The chamber was left in silence... except for the sound of
Typhon’s controlled breathing as she clenched her fists at her sides.

She did not turn to look at Voss or Malgrith. She simply walked
away.

Malgrith: “Do you think she bought that?”

Voss shaking his head, | don’t know.

Chapter 17: Let’s Go Ask Them!

Aboard Krynn's newly confiscated ship, the quintet settled in, still
getting a feel for their unexpected prize. Krynn ran his hand along the
control console, eyes gleaming with admiration.

"Ah, she’s a beauty. | think I'll call her...The Black Talon," he
mused, almost to himself.

Lysara smirked, arms crossed. "Should | be jealous?"

Krynn cast her a sideways glance, a smirk tugging at the corner
of his lips. "You? Never. But if this baby every makes me see stars
better than you do, maybe."

Meanwhile, Vex was busy combing through the ship’s systems,
his mechanical fingers flicking through holo-displays as he worked to
uncover every hidden function and modification. "/t appears the Eclipse
had quite a few... surprises installed. Some of them cleverly disguised.”

He paused, studying a particular file. "This... is interesting. The
encryption is buried beneath layers of coded obfuscation—"

Xal (to Kael): “Obfuscation?”
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Kael (back to Xal): “/ don’t know... Listen.”

A sudden crackle of audio interrupted him. The ship’s speakers
came to life with an urgent, automated voice:

“All ships of the Draetheon armada, rendezvous at designated
coordinates immediately. Priority Alpha. Repeat: Priority Alpha. Stand
by for further instructions."

Silence fell over the group. Krynn frowned, eyes narrowing as
he checked the timestamp on the transmission. "That message was
sent several hours ago."

Kael exhaled sharply. "So that’s who they are."

Xal: “That’s who, who are?”

Krynn: "Hmmm... | wonder what that’s all about."

Xal: "Has anyone ever heard of ‘Draetheons’?"

Lysara’s expression darkened. "l have."

All eyes snapped to her, waiting for an explanation.

She hesitated before speaking. "A while back, Venusian security
uncovered operatives spying on our territory. We discovered them too
late... they escaped with some very classified intel."

Xal raised a brow. "Whoa."

Lysara nodded. "I fought one of them. A woman. She had some
impressive moves. She got away... She and | have some unfinished
business...”

Lysara paused. “The thing is, we had no idea who they were. No
known allegiance, no identifiable origins. But one of their dying
operatives uttered two words before he bled out: ‘Draetheon Forever.”

The weight of her words settled over them.
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"We’ve been trying to find out who they were and where they
came from," she continued. "So far, they are nowhere in our solar
system. Some even suspect they might be a covert Martian operation.”

Krynn, who had been caught in his admiration of the ship,
snapped his gaze to her. "Covert Martian operation?... Were you ever
planning to tell me this?"

Lysara met his gaze, her expression steady. "Actually... If it
were ftrue... | was hoping you would tell me.”

Krynn sighed, rubbing his chin. "Well... To the best of my
knowledge... it's not true... And if it were true... and | knew about it... |
would tell you.”

She studied him for a moment before stepping forward, closing
the distance between them. Without another word, they embraced.

Kael and Xal, never ones to miss an opportunity for mockery,
exaggeratedly threw their arms around each other in an overly dramatic
hug. "Oh Krynn! | was so worried!" Kael teased.

Xal played along, squeezing Kael tightly. “I knew you'd never lie
to me!”

Vex, watching this bizarre display, tilted his head slightly, his
mechanical optics scanning them. "Mammalian behavior remains... in...
consistent."”

The humor quickly faded as Xal straightened, his expression
turning serious. "You know what this means... don't you?"

Krynn exhaled, slightly disappointed. "Yeah... Let's go ask
them."

Lysara: “Out of the frying pan...”
Turning to the controls, Krynn took his seat. Vex, ever efficient,

punched in the coordinates from the intercepted transmission. The
Black Talon's engines roared to life, power surging through its systems.
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With a final glance at the crew, Krynn gripped the controls.
"Hold on."

Vex engaged the hyperdrive, and in an instant, the Black Talon
streaked into the void, vanishing into the fabric of space.

The Pheldhor Mystery

Commander Typhon's ship arrived over the desolate Pheldhor
moon; its hull gleaming against the dim light of a distant star. Holding
position in high orbit, the vessel maintained a steady geosynchronous
orbit as she led a squad of eight soldiers aboard a shuttle; descending
toward the ruined outpost below.

The shuttle set down just outside what had once been their
operational base. The boarding ramp lowered with a hiss, and Typhon
led her squad into the eerie silence. The devastation was staggering...
craters marred the landscape, structures lay in ruins, and the air carried
the faint scent of... death.

Typhon's brow furrowed. "What... did this?"

After they examined the terrain for a minute, she motioned to
two of her guards. "Go check out the communication bunker."

"It's done," one of them replied, and both sprinted off toward the
bunker, their boots crunching over debris.

Typhon turned to the remaining six. They stooped down to form
the next strategy. As the wind howled through skeletal remains of the
buildings... suddenly, the ground began to thump; rattling loose metal
sheets and sending clouds of dust spiraling into the air.

The squad froze. Thump!... They looked at one another.
Thump!... They slowly stood to their feet... Thump!...

Typhon: “Now what!?!” Before anyone could muster a guess, a
distant shout cut through the thumping.

"Commander!... Commander!" ... Thump!
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One of the guards who had gone ahead was sprinting back;
panic in his voice. Thump!...

His breath came in ragged gasps, his arms pumping as though
death itself chased him. Thump!

He was still a hundred yards away when he suddenly just
stopped running; his breath hitching. "Command..."

A dark blur exploded from behind a collapsed structure that
obscured their view. A Rezzak emerged in an instant, grabbing the
doomed guard. The creature's jagged teeth found flesh, and the
unfortunate soldier barely had time to scream before being ripped apart
in a gruesome display of predatory efficiency.

The squad stood frozen; eyes locked on the Rezzak. The beast
loomed over damaged building... and the fresh corpse; saliva dripping
from its fanged maw. Its muscular form flexed with unnatural precision,
and its glowing, predatory eyes fixed on Typhon and her squad.

Typhon took a slow step forward, her voice measured but taut
with tension. "Don't panic... On the count of three, we're going to..."

She turned her head slightly to check on her squad... only to
find them already a hundred yards away, sprinting at full speed in the
opposite direction. Their weapons clattered against their armor as they
ran, adrenaline overriding any sense of duty.

She exhaled sharply, rolling her eyes. "One. Two. Three."”

Typhon took off after them, her heart pounding. The Rezzak
roared, its monstrous frame began its pursuit. The squad tore through
the ruins, scrambling over debris and leaping across shattered
structures in their desperate escape. They abandoned their shuttle.

Ahead, the twisted remains of the outpost gave way to the
dense, overgrown expanse of the Pheldhor forest. Towering, gnarled
trees stretched skyward, their thick canopy casting deep shadows over
the terrain. Without hesitation, Typhon and what remained of her squad
plunged into the forest, vanishing into the darkness as the Rezzak’s
enraged howls echoed behind them.
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Payback is a...

Back aboard the Black Talon, Krynn and company arrive at the
coordinates. The ship hums as it comes out of light speed; the stars
snapping back into focus. The crew gathers around the control panel,
watching as the navigation systems settle into place.

Krynn glances at Vex, who’s already running a diagnostic on the
ship’s systems. “Well, we’re here. But... what now?” Krynn mutters, his
voice filled with both curiosity and caution.

Xal: “Maybe it's a trap.”

Kael taps the edge of his blade, deep in thought. “We’ll find out
soon enough.”

Lysara watches them all, her brow furrowing. “Draetheons...
You think they’ll show?”

Krynn pauses. ‘I don’t know... Although we're late to the party...
we have to prepare for anything.”

The crew turns their attention back to the viewscreen. Ahead,
emerging from the shadows of deep space, is a massive warship... a
sleek, imposing vessel that dwarfs everything in its vicinity.

“That's... that's a flagship,” Kael murmurs, his voice filled with
awe and disbelief.

Xal’s eyes widen. “No way...”

Krynn leans forward, his expression darkening as the ship
comes into full view. "According to these readings... that’s the flagship
of High Admiral Kaylith Voss."

The Black Talon’s sensors begin to hum as Vex analyzes the
ship. “High Admiral Voss commands one of the most powerful fleets in
the Draetheon armada. If that’s his ship, we’re not just dealing with
spies.”

99



Lysara’s gaze hardens as she watches the flagship move
slowly into position. “So they were expecting us...”

Krynn nods grimly. “And they clearly don’t want us here.”

Suddenly, a voice crackles over the coms, its tone cold and
formal.

"Welcome... Prototype XK-07. We thought you were destroyed
on Pheldhor. The High Admiral is looking forward to your report. You
will be a welcome addition to the Mer'Kuri invasion.”

The crew goes silent, the words hanging in the air like a threat.
Krynn’s expression shifts from confusion to alarm.

"Prototype XK-07?" Kael mutters, looking around at the others,
his brow furrowed. "Is that... us?"

Krynn’s eyes widen with realization. "/t’s the ship. The Black
Talon... They're referring to it. XK-07 was its designation before it was
mine."

Xal: “Sounds to me they mean to take her back.”
Krynn: “Well... I'm not going to let that happen.”

Lysara stiffens, her voice low. "Wait a minute... you mean
they’re not Eclipse?"

Krynn’s face darkens. "No. This isn’t Eclipse. This is Draetheon.
The Eclipse... they’re aligned with them now... This explains their fight
with the Kurai resistance."

Xal glances at the viewscreen, where the towering Draetheon
flagship looms in the distance. "So they’re controlling the Eclipse now?
They've taken over?"

"Seems like it," Krynn responds, clenching his fists. "The
Eclipse probably worked for the Draetheons all along. But why keep it
secret? Why the deception?"
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Vex turns toward the controls, his mechanical fingers moving
swiftly across the panel. "This changes everything. The Draetheons are
far more organized than we anticipated. We’ve walked right into their
proverbial trap.”

"Trap or not," Lysara says, her voice steady with determination,
"We can’t back down now. We need to find out what they want with
us... and why they’re planning to invade Mer'Kuri."

Krynn takes a deep breath, his fingers pressing into the
armrests of his seat. "We get in close, gather intel, and get the hell out
before they realize who we really are.”

Suddenly, Xal jolts upright, his eyes wide as the words finally
sink in. “Wait a minute... Wait one minute...”

Kael looks at him, raising an eyebrow. "What is it, now?"

Xal’s fists clench. "They’re planning to invade Mer'Kuri... Kael,
that’s our home." His voice hardens, filled with rage. "Now [ want to
blow something up!”

Kael grins, his eyes flashing with the same intensity. "I'm with
you on that. Let’s make sure they regret this."”

But before they can act, the com crackles again. The voice, still
responding as if the crew are expected guests, "The High Admiral is
preparing for your visit. He also wants to explain how that vital piece of
technology you have recovered will play a key role."”

Kael: “They think we’re... survivors from Pheldhor?"... a sudden
realization dawning.

Lysara nods slowly. "They believe we brought back something
vital, some technology they need. And they want us on their side."

Xal shakes his head, disbelief settling in. "They’ve got the wrong
people. We’re not their allies. But if they think we are..."

Krynn’s expression darkens, a subtle smile curling at the corner
of his mouth. "We play along. For now."
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Lysara's voice is steady but firm. "We need to keep them
thinking we’re a part of their plans. As soon as we know more, we
strike."

Krynn's jaw sets. "OK... We stay under the radar, gather intel...
Then... we make our escape... and warn Mer’Kuri.

Vex, who has been scanning the flagship intently, finally speaks
up, his voice steady and calculating. "The way I see it... we have the
opportunity to stop the invasion of Mer'Kuri right here. Right now."

The crew turns toward him, surprised at his bold suggestion.

"We have the element of surprise," Vex continues, "All we really
have to do is disable that”... pointing toward the massive flagship
looming in front of them on the viewscreen. “If we take out their
command ship, the whole invasion crumbles.”

The crew exchanges looks, considering the possibility.
Kael nods slowly, the fire of determination returning to his eyes.
"That ship’s the heart of their invasion force. Take it out, and their entire

plan goes up in smoke."

Lysara’s voice is steady but sharp. "We can't afford to waste
this chance. But we need a plan. A precision strike."

Krynn’s jaw tightens as he turns toward Vex. "You're right. It’s a
risk, but it could be our best shot. How do we take it down?"

Vex's fingers fly over the console, quickly mapping out their
options. "There’s a vulnerability in the flagship’s lower hull. It's shielded,
but I think | can bypass it long enough to disable their engines.”

Xal smirks. "Then let’s do it. We hit them hard and fast, before
they even know what’s happening.”

Krynn takes a deep breath, his expression resolute. "Alright. We
take their ship down, and we do it quickly. No second chances."
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The voice over the com crackles again. “The command shuttle
will arrive in five minutes.”

Krynn's gaze hardens. "Our first move... we've got to take that
shuttle.”

Xal mutters under his breath, his lips curling into a grim smile,
"Yeah... And we’ve got to do more than just disable their engines."”

Krynn turns toward the crew, ready to move. "Then let's make
sure they never see us coming.”

Chapter 18: Predator's Gambit

Commander Typhon's breath came in ragged gasps as she
sprinted through the dense, alien forest of Pheldhor's moon. The dim
chemiluminescent glow of the twisted flora barely illuminated her path,
casting long, shifting shadows that only added to the disorientation.
Behind her, a guttural snarl tore through the humid air.

The Rezzak was gaining.

Her squad flanked her on either side, but the chase had already
claimed too many. One by one, they had fallen to the relentless
predators. Typhon had always dismissed the rumors about the
Rezzaks' uncanny coordination, but now she knew the truth... they
didn't hunt alone. The creature at the outpost had chased them directly
into the waiting claws of another, stationed half a mile away. Was it
telepathy? Or something even more insidious?

It didn't matter. They had to survive.

"Stay unpredictable!" Typhon barked over her shoulder. "Don't
do what they expect!”

Her remaining squad members followed her lead, zigzagging
through the undergrowth, altering their pace, making sharp turns without
pattern. The tactic worked... at least for now. The Rezzaks hesitated
just long enough for them to gain distance.
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The com-link crackled in her ear. "Commander, we have a
shuttle inbound for extraction. Stand by."

Relief threatened to take hold, but she forced it down. "Negative!
Do not approach from above. They know... Somehow, they know.
They'll be waiting."

Too late. A deafening screech split the night, followed by an
overhead explosion. The first shuttle rescue never stood a chance. A
Rezzak, unseen and waiting, had struck the moment it appeared in
range. The fireball’s light illuminated the grotesque forms of their
hunters prowling the treetops.

Her jaw clenched. "Send another shuttle. I'll give you
coordinates. And listen carefully.”

She transmitted her plan... An insane maneuver, but the only
chance they had. The shuttle was to dive straight down at a precise
angle, nose-first, toward the cliff they were racing toward. It would look
like a suicide run... Right up until it flew parallel down the rock face.

Typhon and her squad approached the precipice. Once they
reach it... there is nowhere else to go. The Rezzaks closed in, slinking
through the shadows, their glowing eyes locking onto their prey.

"Get ready," she commanded, her voice steady despite the
pounding in her chest.

Then she saw it... The belly of the shuttle plunging down the
cliffside, as they reached the edge, still running. “Right on time.”

"JUMP!"

They leaped. The wind howled past them as they fell, arms
outstretched trying to reach the back of the shuttle. Typhon barely
registered the scream of one of her men as a Rezzak’s claws tore into
him before he could jump. They landed hard, rolling into the vertical
shuttle’s open bay.

Before they could celebrate, Typhon scaled up the deck to close
the shuttle door. As she reached the lever, her eyes widened; a
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monstrous shape had hurtled down behind them. A Rezzak had leaped
as well, its gaping maw reaching for the shuttle.

"Punch it!" Typhon roared.

The pilot yanked the controls. The shuttle jerked forward,
leveling off just before it reached the bottom of the cliff. The Rezzak,
unable to change course, plummeted straight into the ground.

Typhon exhaled and sat up, staring down at where the creature
landed. Her mission was a success... but at what cost?

Back aboard her ship, Typhon, exhaling sharply. "We got what
we came for. The outpost is gone, and now we why... Prepare for
departure. We're heading back to the fleet."”

Silent Infiltration

The Black Talon hovered in place; its exterior running lights
dimmed as it awaited the incoming shuttle. Krynn and the others had
already positioned themselves around the docking area; in the
shadows.

A soft beep from Vex signaled the shuttle’s approach. The sleek,
gunmetal-gray craft glided in; its engines humming as it aligned with the
Black Talon’s air lock. The docking clamps engaged with a metallic
clunk, locking the two ships together.

The airlock hissed, and the door slid open. Two armed
Draetheon soldiers stepped through; their weapons slung over their
shoulders. Behind them, a uniformed pilot remained in the shuttle’s
cockpit, oblivious to the ambush awaiting her comrades.

The first soldier barely had time to process the dimly lit corridor
before Xal struck. Moving like a phantom, he grabbed the soldier’s
weapon and drove an elbow into his throat. He choked, stumbling
backward just as a swift and brutal strike to his head, knocking him
unconscious.

The second soldier reacted, reaching for his sidearm... but Kael
twisted his arm back, forcing him to drop his weapon, and sent him
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crashing into the wall with a sharp kick. He slumped to the floor,
unconscious.

As Vex and Krynn removed the bodies, Kael and Xal continued
into the shuttle’s cockpit. The pilot still unaware, collapsed on the
console face first, as Xal gently placed the palm of his hand on the
backside of her head and released a faint pulse.

Kael (surprised): “I didn’t know your figured out how to do that...
I’'m still working on it.”

Vex rushed on the shuttle and carried the pilot away. Lysara and
Krynn quickly boarded. "Well done,"” Krynn praised. "No alarms. No one
the wiser.”

"Now, let’'s get aboard that flagship and see just how deep this
red hopper hole goes. Everyone... buckle in.

Where’s My Shuttle!?!

The conference room was dimly lit. The high admiral sat at the
head of a long table; his fingers tapping impatiently against the polished
surface. He glanced at the clock on the wall. They were well past the
scheduled time for the crew of the XK-07 to arrive. His eyes narrowed
as he waited; clearly growing frustrated.

"Where are they?" the admiral asked, his voice sharp and
cutting through the quiet murmurs of the officers gathered around the
room.

An officer quickly stepped forward, his face tense with
uncertainty. "Sir, we've tracked the XK-07... There’s no sign of them.
They’re not missing, sir, but your shuttle should’ve arrived by now to
bring them aboard. We're still awaiting confirmation."

The admiral’s brow furrowed. "What do you mean, ‘not

missing’? Where is my shuttle?" His gaze flickered to the officer across
the room. "Do we know what’s happening?"
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The officer shifted uneasily, pulling up a data display. "I'm not
sure, sir, but I'll check the communications room for any sign of the
shuttle. It should’ve been on a direct path to us. I'll be right back."

The admiral exhaled slowly; as the officer made his exit; down
the corridor to the communications room. He turned his attention to the
rest of the room, his patience wearing thin. "What else do we know?" he
demanded, addressing the remaining officers.

Before anyone could answer, the doors to the conference room
slid open once more, and Commander Typhon entered. She moved
with purpose, her boots clicking against the floor as she approached the
table. The admiral turned to her immediately, a mix of urgency and
expectation in his gaze.

"Commander," he greeted her, his voice stern. "What’s the
status of your mission? | trust we've gained some valuable intelligence
on the outpost?”

Typhon offered a slight nod, but before she could speak, the
officer returned to the room, his face even more tense than before.
"Sir," he began, his voice tight with concern, "We've lost communication
with the shuttle that was supposed to pick up the crew of the XK-07. It's
off the grid. There’s no signal, no sign of the shuttle at all."”

The admiral’s expression darkened. He stood; now intense.
"How is this possible?" he demanded, his voice rising. "That shuttle was
supposed to get them here for the meeting."

Typhon remained silent, but her gaze sharpened. She was
already piecing things together in her mind. "I'll find out what happened,
Sir," she said, her voice calm but firm. "If | can find out what happened
at the outpost, | can find out what happened to your shuttle.”

The admiral's eyes narrowed. "You'd better. We've been
waiting long enough for this meeting. | expect answers, Commander."

Typhon didn’t flinch; her posture unwavering. "I'll get to the
bottom of this. I'll check in with you as soon as | have something."

The admiral gave a curt nod. "Make it fast, Commander. We’re
running out of time."
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A Shuttle Surprise

Inside the shuttle, the tension was thick with the quintet
successfully hiding it from the flagship’s sensors.

Xal paced in the tight confines of the shuttle’s cabin; his brow
furrowed with concern. He glanced out of the small viewport, watching
the dark expanse of space, his thoughts racing. "We’ve got to think this
through. What happens after we disable the flagship? How long before
it’s back in action? How long before it leads an armada to Mer’Kuri?"

Lysara looked at him, her expression thoughtful. She had her
doubts too. She knew the stakes. "You're right. | was thinking about that
too." Her voice carried a weight that made the room grow even quieter.

Krynn, standing a few feet away; gaze fixed ahead. "Well,
thanks for sharing," he muttered, though his tone betrayed no real
annoyance.

Lysara turned toward him, her eyes steady. "He’s right, Krynn.
You know it, and | know it." She let the silence stretch for a moment.
"We've got to do more than just disable this ship. We’ve got to... How
did Xal put it?... blow something up!”

The words hung in the air, their weight sinking in. The tension
that had been building in the shuttle seemed to crystallize. Xal’s eyes
met Lysara’s, “Yeah, Right!”. The stakes were too high for anything less
than total destruction.

Krynn: "And what exactly are we going to blow up, Princess?"

Lysara’s lips curled into a half-smile, a dangerous glint in her
eyes. "Anything that will keep them from coming after Mer'Kuri...
Beginning with that!”

Pointing at the flagship.

Kael, who had been quiet up until now, stood in the threshold of
the cockpit; fingers clinched on the handhold of the door frame above
his head. "How are we going to blow that up?"
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Xal: She blew up the outpost on Pheldhor... Now turn her loose
on that flagship!

Lysara turned her attention to Vex, her expression serious as
she spoke, her voice steady despite the weight of their mission. "Vex,
do you think it’s possible for us to blow up the flagship?"

Vex’s glowing eyes flickered as he processed the question, his
mechanical voice soft but unwavering. "As a matter of fact, Yes... But it
would require two simultaneous attacks... One from the front and one
from the rear of the flagship. Coordinating both strikes will be the most
difficult part.”

The group glanced at the vast, looming form of the flagship,
visible through the shuttle’s viewports. Its sheer size was intimidating;
an imposing structure that seemed almost invulnerable.

Xal raised an eyebrow, his skepticism evident. "Two attacks?
You think we can pull that off?"

Although Xal's question was directed to everyone aboard the
shuttle, it was Vex who answered, his voice steady and matter-of-fact.

"Yes... And here's how," Vex began; his metallic form shifting
slightly as he navigated through the data in his internal system.
"Although the size alone of the flagship is intimidating, it has a very
vulnerable weakness." His eyes flickered as he projected an image of
the ship on the shuttle's screen.

"The flagship’s power is generated by two systems," Vex
continued. "One at the front; the reactor core. Its purpose is to power
the entire ship’s weapons and shields. The other, at the rear, is the
engine room, where the propulsion system resides. These two systems,
although essential, have their limitations."

Kael leaned forward slightly, listening intently. "What’s the
limitation?"

Vex’s tone became even more precise. "They are linked, but
they aren’t entirely in sync. If one is disabled and the other is not, the
flagship would still be operational, though slower and more vulnerable.
However, if we hit both at the same time, we create a chain reaction.
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The explosion in the reactor core would trigger a critical overload in the
engine room, and vice versa. The damage would ripple throughout the
ship, bringing its systems down before they can even react.”

Lysara’s eyes sharpened. "That would destroy the flagship."

"Precisely," Vex replied, his voice calm as if discussing a simple
tactical maneuver. "It would take down the weapons, shields, and
propulsion all at once. The flagship would be crippled. The crew would
be too busy dealing with the fallout to stop you."

Xal: "Well... When you say it like that..."”

Vex interjected with a crisp finality. "And once your objectives
are met... you will have exactly ten minutes to get off the flagship
before it explodes.”

The shuttle went silent for a beat as they all processed. Their
eyes flicked to one another, mouths hanging open for a moment. The
weight of the mission just increased tenfold.

Lysara broke the silence, her gaze hardening with
determination. "OK, We split up into two teams. Kael and | will take the
front and hit the reactor. Krynn... You and Xal take the rear and handle
the engine room."

Krynn raised an eyebrow, clearly surprised. "We’'re not going
together?"

Lysara shook her head firmly. "We don’t need any distractions,
and both of us will benefit from having a Solari warrior at our side." Her
eyes met Kael's and Xal’s with a sense of trust that was unmistakable.

Krynn, ever the strategist, gave a small, knowing smile. "A
Solari warrior at my side... Interesting concept.”

Xal: Let’s hope we don’t end up turning the flagship into space
debris before we can get off it."

Lysara turned to Vex, her tone sharp and commanding. "Vex,
give us the exact coordinates for each target... and keep us hidden."
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Vex's face remained impassive as he brought up a new
schematic on the shuttle’s console, showing the exact locations of both
the reactor and engine room. "Coordinates are set. Once you're in, I'll
continue to guide you remotely.

With that, the shuttle’s controls whirred as the ship began its
approach to the flagship. The looming hulk of the vessel grew ever
larger in the viewport. The air was thick with anticipation, but the team
knew what they had to do.

There was no turning back now.

Chapter 19: Clash of the Titans, Part 1

The chamber was dimly lit, the air thick with a mixture of incense
and the cold sterility of metal. A massive, translucent portal flickered at
the far end, casting the imposing silhouette of the Shallit'Biru across the
room. High Admiral Voss, a veteran of a hundred conquests, found
himself standing rigid, his usual commanding presence shrinking
beneath the weight of his superior’s fury.

"Do you mean to tell me," the Shallit'Biru’s voice reverberated,
laced with venomous disbelief, "that my highly classified... top secret...
highly strategic outpost is gone... BECAUSE OF THE LOCAL
WILDLIFE?!?!1"

Voss swallowed hard. The Shallit'Biru’s presence, even though a
projection, made his throat dry. He had faced warlords, insurrections,
and planetary sieges, but nothing compared to the suffocating aura of
the Shallit'Biru’s displeasure.

“l..." Voss hesitated, his usual unwavering tone faltering. "We...
underestimated the creatures, My Shallit."”

"Underestimated?" The Shallit'Biru’s voice dropped to a
dangerous hush. "No one bothered to take precautions against the
ferocious beasts whose homes we invaded?"”

Voss clenched his fists behind his back, struggling to maintain
composure. "We assumed they were primitive, incapable of organized
resistance. They were mere animals.”
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"Yet they turned out to be smarter than your entire regiment
stationed there!" The Shallit'Biru’s fury burned through the projection,
the flickering light intensifying as if the very room trembled at his wrath.
"And now, thanks to your incompetence, we are forced to accelerate
our assault on Mer'Kuri!"

Voss straightened at the mention of Mer'Kuri. That had not been
the plan... at least, not yet. "My Shallit, our forces are still repositioning,"
he interjected cautiously. "An early assault..."”

"...will happen as | command," the Shallit'Biru interrupted, his
words sharp as a blade. "Try not to let the local wildlife there get the
better of you!"

With a final, thunderous slam, the portal shut, leaving the
chamber in eerie silence.

Voss exhaled sharply, his jaw tightening. He turned to the officer
present, who had stood several feet back; silent as a statue during the
exchange.

"Prepare the fleet," Voss muttered, his voice regaining its steel.
"If we must strike Mer'Kuri ahead of schedule... we will ensure that
nothing... man or beast... stands in our way."

He took a slow step forward, fists clenched at his sides. The
rage he had suppressed in front of the Shallit'Biru now seethed to the
surface. His voice, once steady, now cracked like a whip through the
chamber.

“Now go and find out... WHERE’S MY SHUTTLE!"

A Corridor of Fire

The air was still.

A low, steady hum pulsed through the ship’s bulkheads; the only
sign of the massive power coursing through its veins. Kael and Lysara
moved carefully through the dim corridor, their steps soundless against
the cold metal floor. Overhead, cables lined the ceiling like tangled
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roots, flickering faintly with energy. The reactor was close now... just a
few more turns.

Kael slowed his pace, lifting a hand. Lysara halted beside him,
pressing against the wall.

He didn’t hear anything... but he could feel it. A presence ahead.

Moving as one, they edged forward until they reached the next
junction. Kael peered around the corner.

Five Draetheon soldiers stood near the corridor leading to the
reactor. Their weapons were holstered, their postures relaxed, unaware
of the intruders just yards away. One of them spoke in a low voice,
checking something on his wrist console.

“No response from command,” the soldier muttered. “Probably
just com interference.”

Another scoffed. “Or incompetence.”

Lysara leaned in close, her breath warm against Kael's ear. "We
need to get past them."

Kael’s fingers tightened around his blade. "Quietly."
She nodded. "Il take the left. You handle the rest?"

Kael gave a slow, confident partial-smile. "I was hoping you’d
say that.”

Lysara moved first. She slipped into the darkness like a whisper,
circling toward her target. Kael exhaled, calming his heartbeat, feeling
the flow of movement around him. He stepped forward, slow and
controlled. The nearest soldier didn’t even sense him... until it was too
late.

Kael’s blade whispered through the air, slicing through the soft

gap in the soldier’'s armor. A muffled gasp. A body caught before it hit
the floor.
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Lysara struck next. A quick, precise shot to the temple. No
sound. No time for a cry.

But then...

A flicker of movement.

One of the remaining soldiers turned, eyes widening.

"Intrud—!"

Kael moved before the shout could finish. He surged forward,
his blade flashing in the dim light. The soldier barely had time to raise
his rifle before Kael struck; the force of the impact sending him
staggering backward.

Then the chaos erupted.

The remaining two soldiers scrambled; weapons raised. Lysara
fired first, dropping one with a precise shot. But the last one was faster.
He dove for cover, returning fire.

Kael didn’t hesitate.

He reached deep, calling upon his Solari training... not just
speed, not just skill, but instinct. His blade became an extension of his
will. He sidestepped the blast, twisting his body at an unnatural angle,
letting the energy bolt pass harmlessly by. Before the soldier could fire
again, Kael was already upon him.

A sharp strike... disarm. A second strike... disable.

The soldier slumped, unconscious.

Lysara lowered her blaster, shaking her head. "That... was
quiet?"”

Kael calming his Ra. "Could’ve been quieter."”

She smirked, turning toward the reactor door. "Come on. We're
almost...”
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A new voice cut through the dimly lit corridor.

"Going somewhere, Princess?"

Both Lysara and Kael froze.

Commander Typhon stood at the far end of the hall; her
armored form framed by the shadows. Three soldiers flanked her,

weapons held at ease... but their eyes sharp and ready.

Lysara (Recognizing Commander Typhon): “Well... We have
some unfinished business... Don’t we?”

The Engine Room

The corridor leading to the engine room was eerily silent.

Krynn and Xal moved with steady precision, their footfalls
muffled by the ship’s industrial hum. The air smelled of heated metal
and faint coolant fumes, a sign they were nearing the core systems.

Krynn exhaled slowly. "Too quiet," he muttered.
Xal glanced at him. "You prefer noise?"

"Noise means predictability.” Krynn’s sharp eyes scanned the
dimly lit passageway. "Silence means surprises."

As if on cue... the alarms blared to life.

A deep, pulsing klaxon rang through the ship, flashing red lights
painting the metal walls in warning streaks. Krynn’s jaw tightened.
"“Damn it..."

"They found Lysara and Kael," Xal said, already shifting his
stance.

Then... movement.
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Before they could fully react, three Draetheon soldiers emerged
from a side corridor, weapons raised. They moved fast, already closing
in... Krynn tensed, ready to strike.

But before he even took his first step...
Xal was faster.

The first soldier barely had time to aim before Xal disarmed him
with a single fluid strike. His blade flashed in the crimson warning
lights... one clean motion, and the soldier collapsed.

The second fired... Xal was already moving. A twist, a pivot, a
blade through the gap in the armor. A sharp gasp, then silence.

The third tried to retreat, scrambling for cover... Xal was on him
in a blink. A strike to the throat, a swift takedown.

It was over before Krynn had even drawn his weapon.

Krynn raised an eyebrow, genuinely surprised. He glanced down
at the fallen soldiers, then at Xal, who was already retracting his Ra
surge.

A smirk tugged at Krynn’s lips.
"Hmmm... A Solari warrior at my side... Now | get it."
Xal simply nodded. "You coming?”

Krynn let out a short chuckle, shaking his head as they pressed
forward toward the engine room.

As Krynn and Xal stepped into the engine room, the pulsating
hum of the ship grew louder, its energy almost tangible in the thick air.
Massive turbines spun in the background, casting eerie shadows
against the cold walls.

Krynn immediately went on alert, scanning the room. The
flickering red lights only intensified the sense of impending danger.
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Then he saw him.

Standing near the central control station, arms crossed, eyes
locked onto Xal... Captain Dren Malgrith.

Malgrith didn’t move. His posture was calm, almost serene, but
the cold glint in his eyes said everything. He had been waiting.

Xal didn’t flinch. His gaze remained steady as he approached.
The tension between them was thick, unspoken, yet undeniably
charged.

"You've come a long way, Solari," Malgrith said, his voice
smooth, almost mocking. "I wondered when you’d grace us with your
presence."”

Krynn’s eyes flicked between the two. "You know him?"

Xal’s eyes remained locked on Malgrith, his posture tense but
controlled. "No... but he knows me."

Malgrith’s grin widened, a twisted gleam of satisfaction in his
eyes. "l saw you on the monitor a little while ago. | had to come see for
myself. One of the Two Suns," he said, his voice oozing with disdain.

"My Shallit will be pleased when | bring you to him. He’s been
trying to get you away from the Solatri... train you to be invincible
warriors... ever since you were born."

Xal's expression darkened in an instant. His breath quickened,
but his composure remained... barely.

"So it was your Shallit that tried to kill my parents and kidnap
Kael and me?" Xal's voice was like ice, every word dripping with bitter
sarcasm. "l can’t wait to meet him."

Malgrith’s eyes glinted with dark amusement. "I've been hearing
that the Two Suns are now the best the Solari has to offer... | mean to
test your skills."
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Malgrith slowly stepped forward, his boots making a soft clink
against the metal floor of the engine room. The atmosphere grew heavy
with tension as he moved, the distance between them shrinking. His
eyes... still fixed on Xal... calculating. He was preparing for battle... his
posture... predatory.

But Krynn... silent as always... didn’t make a sound. He simply
stepped to the side, giving the two men space.

Xal's gaze flickered toward Krynn for just a moment; his voice
low but firm. "Krynn, complete our mission. I'll handle this."

Krynn’s gaze lingered on Xal for a second longer before he
turned. He started to make his way toward the rear of the engine room,
while Xal and Malgrith slowly danced.

Chapter 20: Clash of the Titans, Part 2

Typhon: “Going somewhere, Princess?”
Lysara’s violet eyes narrowed as recognition struck.

“You,” she breathed, venom in her tone. “/ wondered who you
were the first time we met... but you slithered away before | could find
out.”

Typhon smirked, unfazed by the venom laced in Lysara’s voice.
“And | wanted to tell you... but I didn’t.” She turned to her soldiers.
“Stand down... She’s mine.”

Kael barely had time to glance at Lysara before the soldiers
lunged at him. He met them head-on, fists and feet moving in a blur.
Unable to use his Ra power because of the reactor, he relied on his
Solari/Vex-enhanced martial arts training, dodging and countering with
precise, bone-crunching strikes.

But Lysara had already tuned them out. Her focus was locked
onto Typhon, the woman who had infiltrated Venus, stolen classified
secrets, and eluded capture.
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The two warriors circled each other, silent but seething. Then,
like a viper striking, Lysara attacked.

Their first exchange was blindingly fast; palm strikes, blocks,
kicks that sent shockwaves through the steel floor. Typhon was fast, but
Lysara was faster. Her Venusian combat training was fluid, precise,
almost dance-like, in contrast to Typhon’s brutal and efficient Eclipse
assassin tactics.

Typhon feinted left, then struck right... a near-fatal throat strike.
Lysara deflected, twisting Typhon’s arm and sending her spinning. But
Typhon recovered instantly, pivoting mid-air and launching a
counterattack. The battle wove through the reactor chamber, each
movement calculated... deadly.

Outside the fight, Kael dispatched one soldier, then another. The
third came at him with a blade, forcing him to duck and weave, relying
on pure instinct. He caught the soldier’s wrist, twisted, and sent him
crashing into a bulkhead.

Lysara and Typhon'’s battle escalated. A misstep sent Lysara
sliding across the floor near the reactor controls. Typhon lunged, trying
to pin her against the console, but Lysara rolled, catching Typhon in a
leg lock. The assassin grunted, driving an elbow into Lysara’s ribs,
forcing her to release the hold.

Breathing heavily, Typhon sneered. “You're too late. Venus is
next, and you won’t be there to stop it.”

Lysara wiped blood from her lip, eyes darkening. “We’ll see
about that.”

With renewed fury, she surged forward, ready to end this once
and for all.

Kael, having finished off the last of the soldiers, turned to
Lysara, his breathing heavy. "Lysara..."”

"Go!" she snapped, never taking her eyes off Typhon. "Complete
the mission!"
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Kael hesitated, his fists clenching. Leaving her alone with
Typhon didn't sit right with him, but time was running out. He exhaled
sharply and sprinted toward the reactor, moving to plant the charges.

Typhon chuckled, wiping sweat from her brow. "Doesn't matter.
Even if he plants them, he won’t detonate them with you still here."”

Lysara smirked. "That’s where you're wrong. He’s planting
them, but I have the detonator.” Showing it in her hand.

Typhon’s expression flickered... just for a moment... before she
lunged again, their battle raging on.

Now, the fight shifted. Typhon was no longer just trying to defeat
Lysara... she was trying to take the detonator. Every strike she threw
was aimed at disarming her, forcing Lysara to stay on the defensive.
Lysara twisted, narrowly avoiding Typhon’s grasp, gripping the
detonator tightly in her palm.

Typhon’s attacks became more aggressive, calculated... low
sweeps meant to unbalance; feints that aimed to bait Lysara into
exposing her hand. She lashed out with a knife-hand strike toward
Lysara’s wrist. Lysara countered, but the force of the impact sent the
detonator skidding across the floor.

Both warriors lunged for it.

Lysara reached first, sliding across the metal deck. Typhon
tackled her, trying to pry her fingers open. They rolled, locked in a
desperate struggle, muscles straining as Typhon clawed at Lysara’s

grip.

“Give it up,” Typhon hissed, trying to drive a knee into Lysara’s
stomach.

Lysara gritted her teeth and twisted, using Typhon’s own
momentum to flip her onto her back. She slammed an elbow into
Typhon’s jaw, forcing her off. Gasping, Lysara scrambled to her feet,
the detonator still clutched in her grasp.

Typhon recovered instantly, executing a sudden maneuver...
twisting low, sweeping Lysara’s legs out from under her. Lysara was
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airborne for a split second before slamming hard onto her back. The
impact jarred the detonator from her grip. Typhon snatched it mid-
motion; straightening with a triumphant grin.

She smirked, turning the device over in her fingers. "Well, well.
Looks like | win, Princess."

Lysara coughed, pushing herself up, brushing off her uniform.
She looked at Typhon, her expression calm.

"I would congratulate you... but that’s not the detonator.”

Typhon’s smirk faded.

Before she could react, Lysara rushed toward a nearby column,
swiftly pulling a second detonator from her belt. She slammed it into
place, activating it with a sharp press of her thumb.

Typhon’s eyes widened in realization. “You...”

Lysara turned, her stance firm. “Word of advice... tamper with
this, and it will instantly go off. When it does decide to go off... you'll
have ten minutes to get off this ship before the entire ship ex...”

Typhon was already gone.

Lysara blinked, momentarily surprised, then smirked.
"...plodes."

She turned, catching sight of Kael finishing his task.
‘Hmmm... Kael... let’s get out of here!”

Meanwhile, At The Same Time

The ship trembled as chaos erupted in multiple locations. While
Lysara and Typhon clashed in the reactor room, the engine room
blazed with golden arcs of energy as Xal and Malgrith faced off.

Sparks rained from damaged conduits as the two warriors
circled each other. Malgrith, grinned darkly. "I have to admit, | was
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hoping for this moment. One of the prophesied Two Suns... standing
before me. Imagine the honor of breaking you."

Xal's gaze was steady, his stance unwavering. "You do know...
you talk too much... Right?"

Malgrith: “/t’s been said!”

With a burst of speed, Malgrith struck first, his fist igniting with
solar energy. Xal countered instantly, catching the strike with his own
glowing hand. The impact sent a shockwave rippling through the
chamber, shattering control panels and causing the metal deck to groan
beneath them.

The two combatants became blurs of motion, their strikes
landing and deflecting in rapid succession. Solar-infused fists clashed,
sending arcs of golden energy crackling into the walls.

Malgrith twisted, bringing his leg around in a flaming
roundhouse. Xal ducked, countering with an uppercut that sent Malgrith
staggering back. But the assassin recovered with a grin, wiping blood
from his lip. "Not bad. But let’s see how you handle this."”

He raised his hands, summoning a swirling vortex of solar fire.
With a forceful thrust, he unleashed the attack, sending a searing wave
of energy barreling toward Xal.

Xal braced himself, crossing his arms just in time to absorb the
blast. The force sent him skidding back; boots scraping against the
scorched floor. But when the light faded, he was still standing, eyes
burning with determination.

Malgrith’s smirk faltered.

"My turn,” Xal said.

He surged forward, his entire body blazing with Ra power.
Malgrith barely had time to react before Xal was upon him, landing a
devastating series of strikes... one to the gut, another to the chest, and

finally an open-palm strike to the assassin’s face, sending him crashing
into a fuel tank.
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The tank ruptured, sending a fireball into the ceiling. The engine
room shuddered violently as systems overloaded, warning sirens
blaring.

Malgrith coughed, struggling to his feet, his body smoking from
the impact. "You..."

Xal didn't let him finish. With one final strike, he drove his fist...
burning with concentrated solar energy... straight through Malgrith’s
chest. The assassin choked, eyes wide with shock as the golden light
flickered and dimmed. Xal yanked his hand back, and Malgrith crumpled
lifelessly to the ground.

Before Xal could catch his breath, Krynn sprinted into the room,
his expression grim.

"We’'ve got a problem!" Krynn shouted. "The detonator’s
damaged. The bombs are going to go off whether we like it or not. We
need to move... NOW!"

Xal took one last look at Malgrith’s body, then turned to Krynn
with a sharp nod. "Let’s get out of here."

The Great Escape

Krynn and Xal sprinted through the smoke-filled corridors, their
weapons still humming from the battle. The ship trembled beneath their
feet, warning of its imminent demise. Krynn's sharp gaze swept the
passage ahead as they turned a corner, finding Lysara and Kael racing
toward them.

"Report!" Lysara demanded breathlessly.
Krynn barely paused. "Xal and Malgrith's solar-powered fight it
up the engine room and damaged the detonator. This ship could blow

any second."”

Lysara's eyes narrowed. "Where's the shuttle?"
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Coming around a corner was the High Admiral Kaylith Voss,
followed by twenty soldiers. "My sentiments exactly!... Where's my
shuttle!?"

A familiar metallic voice echoed from the side corridor. "Over
here!" Vex stepped forward, his imposing frame unscathed from the
chaos. Smoke swirled behind him as he motioned toward the docking
bay. "I have The Black Talon docked.”

The two teams scurried to get on board. Lysara sighed in relief,
picking up speed. "Even better."” But then, something clicked in her
mind. "But seriously... Where is the shuttle?"

Vex slid into the pilot’s seat, his fingers flying over the console
with practiced precision.

Vex (head tilted slightly): "I took the liberty of putting the
Draetheon pilot and guards aboard the shuttle and informed them that
the flagship is about to explode. Then | cut them loose... So, | have no
idea where the shuttle is now."

Lysara: Fair enough!”

Krynn scowled. "Enough talking... Get us out of here!"

The Black Talon’s engines roared to life, thrusters igniting in a
fiery glow. With a sharp jolt, the sleek vessel detached from the

flagship; its hull vibrating as it gained distance.

From somewhere deep within the corridors, the High Admiral’s
voice echoed, growing fainter with distance. “Where’s my shuttle!?”

With a final command, Vex engaged the hyperdrive. The Black
Talon streaked forward, vanishing into the void just as the flagship
behind them erupted into a brilliant explosion. A fiery shockwave
expanded outward, but the ship was already gone, lost to the stars.

For a long moment, the cockpit remained silent, the weight of
what had just transpired settling over them.

Xal broke the quiet with a smirk. "You see?... I told you to just
turn her loose on that flagship!"
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Kael chuckled. "Princess Lysara can rival the Power of Ra."

Krynn leaned back, exhaling as a knowing grin crossed his
face. "Yeah... We just averted a war that Mer’Kuri never even knew was
coming. Very impressive.”

Lysara’s expression darkened slightly. "And | learned that Mars
and Venus were next on their list."”

At that, the quintet fell silent, their gazes turning toward the
endless expanse of space before them. A battle was won... but a
greater conflict loomed on the horizon.

The End... For Now!
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