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Prologue

T

hree days.  He had three days and the mountains loomed in the distance like an impenetrable wall.  The “Valley of Shadows” it had been called countless years ago and for many a good reason.  It was said if the cold and treacherous path through the mountains didn’t claim you, the creatures and bandits that called it home would.  It was not an inviting place by any account but nonetheless, it was the shortest route from the south to the north and as time was of the essence, a course he must endure.

Standing at the foot of a tree, the Traveler surveyed the dark mountains.  He pulled back his hood and thought about the camp-town north of the mountains - at least five more days’ journey from where he stood; four if he pushed hard through the valley itself, but more like six if he stopped at the inn called “The Mine.”  The Mine was nestled in the town of Tanin at the southern entrance to the Valley was just over two days away; Most travelers would plan a stop there.  Between the beautiful serving girls, fine music and the myriad games of chance there were too many reasons not to delay one’s journey - especially with it’s legendary claim of, “the best ale south of the mountains.”

The Mine was conceived out of the old mining quarters, converted into a tavern and guesthouse.  It was an old establishment and like any ancient and notable tavern had countless stories and tales to tell.  The barkeep, Far-lei, a masterful narrator would, on rare occasions treat everyone in the place to one of his many tales of lore.  Recounting the great battles fought long ago, of Lord Belator’s adventures of epic proportions, of the heart-breaking love stories.  It seemed there was no story he hadn’t knowledge of and none that anyone could deliver better.  He had a way of almost hypnotizing his audience with each spoken word and those travelers who were fortunate enough to hear them, would say his voice was more intoxicating than the very best ale he served.

He looked at the sun - the day was growing late.  He would have to press hard now to even make it to the “Inn of the Flats” just ahead.  He had been delayed once already by unexpected weather and then again while eluding a band of rogue hunters.  Three additional days added to an already two-week pursuit and the thought of a tall cup of ale and food gave him reason enough to press on.  He would hate to have to forgo an evening or two at The Mine to make up for lost time on the road, but if that was what had to be done then so be it.  “Sacrifices one must make when they are proffered such a duty...” He thought, “…And the rendezvous in the valley would be in three days.”  He told himself again; time was of the essence.  There was much riding on his purpose and he couldn’t allow anything to delay him, not even The Mine. 

He took a long drink from his leather flask and drew in a slow, deep breath.  He closed his eyes for a moment and contemplated the rest of the journey –lives will be lost.  Exhaling, he sealed the flask and took a step onto the road.

*
*

He had pressed hard through the late hours of the afternoon and was surprised to see he had made it to the Inn of the Flats quicker than anticipated.  As he neared the old worn structure, he noticed something uncommon for this time of year - it looked vacant, devoid of the many travelers and wanderers that typically roam these parts. 

It had been just a few months, maybe a little longer, since he had been here and approaching the entrance, he saw the front door hung open.  He stepped in and his heart sank – he had been looking forward to a good meal and a warm fire, but with a glance he knew he would get neither.  It was lifeless - there was no fire burning, no weary travelers quenching their thirst and exchanging news of their journeys and no stew brewing in the large cauldron in the center of the room.  Instead, many of the tables had been over-turned and most of the chairs had been smashed and left scattered about the floor.  It was hard to tell if a struggle had taken place, or if vandals, or looters, had simply entertained themselves.  Either way, whatever had happened, it was recent.

His boots left shallow impressions on the dusty floor as he walked towards the giant mantelpiece on the far side of the dining hall.  The darkness it seemed was growing far across the land and the raiding and pillaging was becoming more frequent as he neared the valley.  It disturbed him and he grimaced as his mind found thoughts of The Mine and Tanin – maybe also empty and desolate at the base of the Valley of Shadows…

Turning to exit, he heard a muffled sound from the back room.  Loosening his cloak and with staff in hand, he made his way to the rear of the Inn taking caution as he approached a large wooden door - Upon it, the word  ‘Private’ was carved in great detail.  It was the entrance to the proprietor’s quarters and inn storage.  Pushing it open, he entered…  

The door had just closed behind him when, from the shadows, a sword blade came swinging down at him.  Eluding the attack and bringing his staff up towards his attacker, the battle was over almost as swift as it began –

Thwack!

The staff sounded as it hit home at the wrist of the attacker; the bitterness of the wood, biting deep into his flesh, almost breaking the joint and forcing a yelp from the attacker.  Rendering him weaponless, he brought the staff around once more – 

Thwump!
It struck across the side of the attacker’s knee, knocking him off balance.  The wooden weapon, following it’s prey downward, found it’s home upon the attacker’s throat - he cried out in pain, pleading.

“Pleeze don kill me … Pleeze sir … Pleeze…” He gasped out, swallowing with difficulty under the pressured wood.  The Traveler looked at the pathetic man, recognizing him as the proprietor.  “Why is it that you try to kill me?”  He asked, lifting the end of his staff just a little, “I was only trying to protect my home.  Thank you for sparing me.  Thank you kind soul.”  

He looked into the proprietor’s eyes and could see the man was afraid but there was also a much deeper fear lurking in him.  Something very dark had been at work here.  “I am no thief innkeeper.  But I must ask you - why do you not flee?  Why do you wait and attack without provocation?”  The Proprietor replied without delay, “I have no place to go.  My son left weeks ago to seek counsel and bring warriors to protect the establishment.  I meant you no true harm sir, but I have seen things these last few nights that I wish to never recall. I can trust no one it seems these days...” He looked at the proprietor and deemed he spoke the truth.  Removing the staff, he extended a hand.  He could see the scars and ugly bruises on the man’s face as he ascended into the light; the proprietor had been beaten not long ago.  

“It looks like you were in quite a fight?”  He queried.  The proprietor lowered his eyes and nodded in acknowledgement as he rubbed his wrist where the staff had made contact.   He reached out and lifted the man’s chin.  “The wrist and the knee will both heal over time, but I would suggest you do not attack your guests again for at least two weeks.” He smirked.  The comment brought a faint smile to the man’s disheveled face.  “I recognize you.” The defeated man said.

“Never mind me.  What happened here?”  He asked.  The proprietor sat in a chair, almost collapsing at the comment; “My daughter was taken.  Seventeen days past.  I was too weak to fight them off alone but I tried…you cannot imagine how hard I tried but … in the end… I can only remember her screams as they stripped her clothes and took her away.  They haunt me her screams do … they haunt me whilst I sleep or not … I have failed my daughter and I must fear too that my son now has been slain in his endeavors.  Alas I have lost everything good sir, everything.” 

The Traveler looked upon the beaten man,  “Which way did they ride with your daughter?”  The Proprietor looked up from his chair, “They rode northward.  They rode towards the Valley of the Shadows … the place where all the dark things live…” He looked at the proprietor and felt his pain but also knew his words were true.  Indeed dark things did live in the Valley of Shadows, but none he thought were so bold as to venture this far into the plains and abduct townsfolk.

He continued to listen as the Proprietor told him of the strange occurrences of the past few months - of the first raids on the Inn and the exodus of the travelers.  Of the ensuing raids and how his daughter had been kidnapped, ravaged before his very eyes.  

As the proprietor finished recounting the recent events, his own thoughts drifted again to The Mine.  Had it befallen a similar fate?  It would be a dark day indeed if that happened.  The Inn of the Flats was just a small inn, located in a vulnerable spot, but The Mine did stand within the walls of Tanin, a large town with a well-organized guard. It would take more than a roving band of thugs and bandits to terrorize that town.  The Mine, no doubt could stand quite a bit longer than the Inn of the Flats had.
The proprietor excused himself.  He took another look around the once lively establishment and seeing no inhabitable area, decided that his best course of action was to press on.  He pulled out the sack that contained his provisions and looking through the meager supplies, sighed heavily.  Perhaps if he could get a few strips of smoked meat, some bread and a little water from someplace, he would have enough to make it to The Mine.  He drew on his cloak as the Proprietor returned from the back room with a small sack and a flask in his hands… 
“I’m afraid I don’t have much to offer you but I will give you what I can spare.” The proprietor said, handing the items to him.  “Thank you.” He said grateful for the generosity.  He drew his hood over his graying locks and left the establishment.  The Proprietor had offered him lodging as well, but he knew it to be but a gesture.  He stood outside the Inn and mumbled a few words before turning and heading out towards the plains.  His mind couldn’t escape the one fleeting thought as the Inn of the Flats fell into the background and the mountains loomed ahead.  He would have to wait yet another day before he could enjoy a warm meal and a soft bed to sleep in…

As the sun began to dip below the mountains, a cool breeze swept across the plains, enveloping him.  It sent a chill through his spine, a gentle reminder of the cold darkness that was beginning to overtake the lands.

*
*
*

He journeyed on in the darkness staying mostly to the main road.  He was fortunate to find a copse of trees to hide within as a band of armored riders hurried along the road towards the mountains.  It appeared on passing that they were from the High Lord’s guard and on a mission of urgency by their lightness of burden.  This distressed him further as he again resumed his trek towards Tanin.

Just before sun-up, he paused to rest a moment and try some of the provisions the Proprietor had given him.  The flask had been filled with ale so he left it to be consumed during a better-suited, less dangerous time.  Instead, he bit into some dried meat and fruit and was quite pleased with their taste.  Eating in silence, he contemplated again what darkness might be rising in the North…

*
*
*

The sun rose up over the plains as he returned once again to the road.  He was relieved that the night spawned no ill for him and that he would now make good time, traveling under the protection of the sun.  It always seemed that the darkest deeds happened during the darkest hours.  Whether that old adage held true, he couldn’t be sure, but he had heeded its words all the same.  Onward he traveled; The Mine and the Valley of Shadows drawing ever closer.

*
*
*

The day was uneventful and the Traveler pushed hard to try and make it to The Mine before nightfall.  The gates of Tanin shut at sundown and he didn’t wish to identify himself or his business if he didn’t have to.  In these times the town guard tended to be suspicious of strangers that traveled after dark… 

He could see the base of the mountains now, looming in the shadow as the sun’s last rays stretched out across the landscape.  Coming to the crest of a small hill he saw the walls of Tanin, sitting just above the tree line.  The road that he followed terminated at the main gates of the town; they were still open.  He managed a small smile.

*
*
*

Tanin was perched on a narrow plateau on Mount Khoron.  It backed up against the face of a sheer cliff; the mountain shielding its rear.  A wooden stockade provided the bulk of the protection for both the town and it’s inhabitants.  Looking at the great barrier, he could see the welcoming columns of smoke rising into the darkening sky.  His legs gained a little extra strength as the trail made its final turn.

It sounded like rolling thunder.  Looking up, throwing back his hood, he saw a comet streaking across the sky.  The roar was loud and although comets were not uncommon at this time of year, this one appeared different somehow.  It had an unusual red glow and it was rather large, but more importantly, it was close - very close.

His eyes followed it across the sky as it appeared to fall into the Valley of Shadows itself.  It was a most impressive sight to behold.  He felt worry coarse into his veins,  “the prophecy begins.”  Pulling his hood over his head once more, he made way to the open gates.

*
*

Hustling through the gates, he felt some relief.  He thought of the long journey that brought him here and how the land was changing with the evil to the north spreading like a dark plague across the land.  Heading up the cobblestone and turning past the last row of houses, the winding road made its last stop at the door of The Mine.  Flush against the side of the mountain, its tall A-frame structure seemed to protrude from the mountain itself.  A sign  - “Welcome Friend” was carved above the door and it brought a smile to his worn features.  The problems of the world would still be awaiting him tomorrow but, for now, they could do as they pleased and he planned on forgetting all about them…

Judging by the level of noise, it was apparent that The Mine was quite alive tonight.  Maybe Far-lei, the barkeep, could be persuaded to take a moment from his chores to tell a tale or two.  “A tall ale and a tall tale?”  He thought, the two things that can warm a man’s heart no matter how cold and dark it might be…
He opened the door to a lively throng of folks - some were eating at tables, some at the bar and many others were gathered in chairs about the three large fireplaces.  The smell of burning wood mingled with the smell of pipe smoke and simmering stew was welcome to his senses and it was pleasing to see some things hadn’t changed in the strange days of late.  Pulling the door shut, he saw a vacant spot next to the fire.
Book II

CHAPTER 1

D

ryker’s eye caught the opponents sword coming down at him.  Trying to dodge the savage blow, his instincts failed him -

Thrunch!
The sword hit his left shoulder with a dull crunching sound.  Not quite a mortal wound, but he knew the arm would be virtually useless for the remainder of the battle.   Despite the neural inhibitors that would ensure the blow registered, the force alone would leave him bruised for weeks.  As his opponent’s sword came down for another strike, he parried, knowing he would have to be more cautious.  

Parrying blow after blow, he was backed to the edge of the arena, the pain prominent in his shoulder, and the crowd going wild.  Beginning to accept the notion of defeat, his mind only offered one thought, “This kid is kicking my ass.”  

Dryker Kaldarynn was the eldest of the competitors and was well aware that the younger ones, hungry for his tournament crown, were nipping ever closer with each passing year.  One day, he would fail to stay the advance of a fresh opponent and he would lose his title.  He just wished that day were not so close at hand.  “What was that old adage? - Old age and treachery beats youth and wisdom.”  He was five years his opponent’s senior. 

*
*

The “Tournament of Swords” as it was called, was homage to their ancient days as a savage race.  To the Aldarians it was by far the largest, and most anticipated, sporting and social event of the year.  The event began on the first week of the new calendar and combatants would gather to fight one another.  There were months of preparation, fanfare and hype leading up to the event and it was followed by many more of analysis, speculation and debate.  One hundred contestants would gather each year and battle for the title of “Ultimate Swordsman and ALDARian Tournament Champion”, not to mention the priceless honor of wearing the Gem of the King and being crowned “King for a Day.” 

Contestants competed in regional events and built their points value throughout the year.  Those skilled enough to be ranked in the top ninety-eight by the deadline, one month before the tournament began, were invited by the King to take part in the honored event.  The finalists from the previous year, barring any injury, retirement, or lack of desire, were automatically awarded the remaining two spots.  The event was sold out month’s prior and only those with the means to attend, upper class, nobleman and royalty, could typically afford the steep price. 

The tournament was held in a space station that orbited high above the planet ALDAR. The fare for such a trip plus admission to the event was often times too expensive for the average citizen.  Still many would save for months, perhaps years to afford the cost of the ticket.  To hear the sounds of the weapons colliding, see the sweat on the combatants and to smell the sweetness of victory and the unmistakable pungency of defeat.  To witness their favorite warriors win matches and collect the prizes and glory live, is the dream of most and a privilege of just a few.

*
*

The arena was filled to capacity.  The walls of the great structure trembled under the roar from the fans; thirty thousand Aldarians enjoying the spectacle in the pit below.  The large circular base of the arena, the “judgment ring” they called it, was surrounded by the climbing, seemingly endless, rows of seats and screaming fans. To the east and west sides of the floor were the doors to the competitor’s quarters and staging areas.  To the north end of the arena sat King Ramyss, bearing the Gem of the King majestically about his neck, his son Prince Vryce and his liege, Prime Minister Xandon to his sides.  In addition, a group of the King’s closest delegates, advisors, and members of the BOARD surrounded them.  They sat in a partitioned box, protected by the King’s royal guard.  The rest of the spectators would have to enjoy the game from their very over-crowded seats.  Seats that were useless at the moment as everyone in attendance was on their feet watching the finalists below.

*
*

Dryker was at a loss, because for all intent and purpose his opponent was flawless, methodical and ruthless.  His opponent was mercilessly attacking and beating him and he didn't know how much more he could take.  His shoulder was screaming at him.  Retreating and parrying blows he was trying desperately to prevent that fatal and final strike.

*
*

His opponent’s name was Loomis Sykes, “Sykes”, as everyone knew him.  He was making his second appearance in the finals in as many years.  Rather remarkable for someone who had only been competing in the tournament for three years.  He did, however have the advantage of training with his best friend - the four-time ALDARian Tournament Champion – Dryker Kaldarynn.  Dryker’s best friend and one time apprentice was now standing toe to toe with him, giving him everything he had learned - and almost winning.  Dryker, smirking behind the pain, was proud, despite the situation.

It was just after joining the flight academy that Dryker Kaldarynn met with a familiar face and childhood friend - Darm Sykes.  They became close again and both being new cadets, learned the ropes together.  After completing their initial flight training, Darm was sent to Navigator school while Dryker remained behind to complete the advanced flight training.  That same year was Darm’s younger bother, Sykes’, freshmen year.  Darm asked Dryker to keep an eye on his kid brother and make sure he stayed out of trouble, “Just like old times.”  Dryker said to him then, recalling the days on ALDAR when he would watch Sykes, as Darm went on dates.

So Dryker took Sykes under his wing and showed him the rituals of academy life.  One hobby that captured Sykes’ interest was sword fighting, specifically - advanced sword fighting.  Watching Dryker spar a couple times, he knew he had found his mentor. By the middle of the following year Sykes was good enough to compete professionally and although he wasn’t invited to the tournament, he established himself as a competitor to keep an eye on.  An “up-in-coming” the analysts had said.

Tragically, later that same year, Darm was died.  He and thirty-eight other pilots were killed during a routine patrol mission, ambushed by a massive squadron of Dorn ships in deep space.  Sykes was devastated and it took several months before Dryker could get him again to focus.  As they spent more time together, the friendship flourished and Dryker adopted him as a surrogate brother.  They trained harder and Sykes found a new way to channel the anger and frustration he felt over his brother’s death.  Dryker saw this vigor and pushed him even more, always challenging him to better his swordsmanship as well as his flight combat skills.  He taught Sykes to anticipate the opponent and was constantly preaching about what it took to be a winner.

*
*
*
Dryker had never felt Sykes’ blade to be this alive and it brought uncertainty to him.  As his friend continued pounding on him, he tried in desperation to position himself where he could at least send some sort of volley in response.  For the time being however, and the apparent enjoyment of the crowd, he would have to rely on his abilities to defend himself, and wait.  Eagerly wait until Sykes made that inevitable “rookie” mistake; and then he did…

Sykes, striking down, connected with his left shoulder again – 

Crunch!

The neural inhibitors sent electronic signals and impulses deadening the arm as well as simulating the true pain of the wounds.  He cried out with the extreme pain.  A cry so agonizing and surprising that the crowd was reduced to a cold silence and Sykes was frozen by the sound.  Frozen for a mere instant, but a pause long enough that he would be contemplating it for the remainder of the year.  “So close, so damn close.”  That thought would haunt Sykes forever.

“No.  You fool!”  Dryker thought.  He knew exactly what Sykes was thinking as he stood there, motionless - envisioning his victory speech, wearing the Gem of the King.  “Dammit, he think’s he’s best me.”  Making his move, he kicked at Sykes’s right leg and simultaneously rolled to the left.

Sykes, surprised by Dryker’s ability to move in his present state, lunged haphazardly forward for the final blow.  His sword hit nothing however and turning to parry Dryker’s inevitable attack, it was too late.  His eye caught the glimmer of the blade as Dryker’s sword came down across his helmet – 

CRACK!

The gruesome sound reverberating in the hushed arena.  Sykes’ vision blurred and the coppery taste of blood filled his mouth as his body went limp and he fell to the arena floor… The crowd, of course, went wild.

The neural inhibitors in his suit were rendering Sykes’ body inert as the blow registered a near mortal strike.  Still alive, Dryker would have to kill his opponent to take the crown for a 5th year as the Tournament Champion and a simple strike to the motionless opponent would rank him on top yet again.  For his pause, Sykes would endure second place, a skull fracture and a couple weeks with a headache.

Dryker paused before the ceremonious kill. Lifting his sword, he relished the crowd’s roar.  Looking to the King’s section, the emerald Gem of, shone bright in the arena lights.  He had worn it four times previous and despite all the fame, the feeling and honor of wearing the Gem of the King was higher than any material wealth.  Smiling, he held the sword upright and placed it to his left breast.  Bowing his head to the King, who returned the favor, he turned his attention back to his best friend, still motionless on the arena floor.  

Dryker’s heart went heavy as he thought of this last time in the arena.  He was getting too old for the games and would like to retire on top rather than fade away; this would be his pinnacle, his opus in the games.  Raising his sword over Sykes, he hesitated a moment and whispered, “Forgive me my friend.”  Striking down, a hush fell over the crowd and the arena lights came up to full luminance.   

Of all the possible outcomes that could arise in the games, this one was one of the more likely and Dryker Kaldarynn, the reigning champion, would not be victorious in the games that day…

CHAPTER 2

D

ryker’s sword never electronically registered it’s mortal and final blow, but instead, hit Sykes in the center of his chest –

Thump!

 
The dull sound was followed by a loud grunt.  Sykes, winded from the strike, lay motionless on the arena floor, unlike the fans that were already distracted from the action below them.

The warning sirens were emitting their damning news - The Dorn were attacking again and the games would have to wait as Aldarians everywhere on the station would be preparing for real life or death combat.


Dryker helped Sykes off the floor of the arena, the neural inhibitors rendered inactive by computers initiating the red-alert.  “You OK?” Dryker asked, he was concerned; he had hit him pretty hard.  “Screw you Dryker! What do you think? I can barely breathe; my head is still ringing…  I think you know exactly how I feel.”  Dryker smirked; “Well enough with the congratulations then.  Seems like we have some real combat ahead of us.  You good enough to fly with that head of yours?” 

Sykes, removed his helmet and shook his head vigorously, “Yeah, it’s only bent, not broken, but I guess I better get the doc’s blessing anyway.  Besides you took a nasty shot in the arm if I remember right.  You sure you’re OK to fly?”  

“Yeah I’m fine, remember, you can’t pass out from my injury!  Go get that head looked at and I’ll meet you in the hangar.”  Dryker ordered.

Sykes gave him a questioning look, “You didn’t win you know.”  Dryker just looked at him, “You were saved by the bell my friend and just barely at that I might add.” 


The arena was emptying rapidly with many of the fans having to report to posts or catch the emergency transport that would remove them from the station to the safety of planet ALDAR.  Dryker, pausing for a moment, watched the masses filing out of the exits and then quickly made his way out of the arena through the east doors.  

Sykes exiting through the west door was off to get a med-scan and hopefully clearance to fly.  “Dammit!” Sykes thought, “So damn close.”  

*
*


Minutes later Dryker was climbing into his ship and starting the preflight sequence.  The hangar was a blur of activity as pilots, maintenance and ordinance personnel made final preparations for their mission.   Hanger “Kappa*” was by far, one of the largest structures in the station and only comparable to two other hangar bays “Beta” and “Ro” located in different sections of the station. 
Dryker was completing his preflight checklist when he realized they were all still awaiting the briefing.  So far they had only received the red alert and reported to their ships, but it was unlike the command module to have such a delay.

It seemed like he was always on call these days.  Having no family to speak of except his mother on ALDAR, without a wife or children of his own, he never saw the point in missing out on any chance to go on a mission.  As dangerous as it could become, he still always enjoyed the thrill of the “Game” and serving the crown of ALDAR.  

He looked over to his right to see Sykes’s crew working on the ship; the cockpit was still vacant. He hoped his friend would get the doctors approval to fly.  He felt terrible that he may have inflicted injuries that could ground him; being grounded was a fate worse than death for most pilots.

Skip climbed up along side; “How’s she look boss?”  The battle scarred ship, a great beast of metal and weaponry, looked as though it had seen more than its fair share of combat but was still classified as one of the best-maintained in the fleet.  A large insignia depicting a warrior astride a ship, holding a sword with the words “Salus populi suprema lex”* was displayed brightly on the tail of the great craft.  Below the proud insignia there were three small, newly painted Dorn ships, signifying his latest enemy kills.

“Hey Skipper, she looks like she always does, a mess.  Course that’s all down to you though.”  

“Hey, you break it, I fix it, that’s the relationship big guy.”  Skip replied, “Try to be easy on her this time though OK? I just got the paint to dry on the tail and if you keep killing Dorn at the rate you do, I’m going to run out of room to put the little ships back there.” “Paint ‘em smaller then, can’t help being good at what I do.”  Was Dryker’s reply.  

“Good at what you do.  What’s that?  Bein’ a cocky ass?”  Skip retorted;  “Look, I also got that discrepancy about the left engine fixed and the Tac-Scan** is fully operational again.  This time out, try not to get hit so many times!”  Skip pulled a small wrench from his uniform, tightening a fastener near the cockpit.  “You launch in ten minutes, briefing’s coming down in five.  Rumor has it big Dorn wave inbound.” Skip said, replacing the tool back in his pocket.  “It’s always a big wave isn’t it?”  Dryker asked.  “Always, just be sure to wave as you shoot them down – that’s polite that is!”  Skip said, giving Dryker a knock on his helmet before climbing down.  

Dryker closed the canopy and gave him a rude gesture before finishing his pre-flight check.  He then resigned himself to do what every pilot in the company loathed, waiting for the launch order.

*
*
*


Sykes made his way to the infirmary.  The doctor was standing by as per the SOP’s (Standard Operating Procedures) during any red alert condition.  Diagnosed with a minor skull fracture and a nasty headache, the doc prescribed a lot of liquids and rest, and his worst fate – an FSOG* or “SOG” for short; he was grounded.


Like any dedicated soldier though, Sykes did what any other pilot, on call, would’ve done with that diagnosis in a red alert condition – he ignored it.

Leaving, he was surprised but elated to see King Ramyss.  Snapping to attention, he paid the royal dignitary his proper greeting, “My Lord.”  He said ritually.  “Captain Sykes.”  King Ramyss said, pausing in the entranceway.  “You seemed to have gathered yourself very quickly Captain Sykes.” Quipped the King, with just a faint grin.  “It wasn’t as bad as it looked my Lord.”

“No, I’m sure it wasn’t my good man.  All part of the plan as they say captain?”  King Ramyss replied, smiling.  “Yes sir; all part of the plan.” He replied rubbing his head; “Well, maybe not exactly according to plan.” He added.

The King took a step closer.  “Well it seems one thing hasn’t changed over the years; ALDARian pilots still have the thickest skulls in all the galaxy.”  King Ramyss scoffed, and then looked at him long and hard.  “Are you fit to fly?”  Sykes, caught off guard, hesitated; “I would never compromise the success of the mission by flying unfit my Lord.”  The King smiled again,  “Of course you wouldn’t.  Now if you’ll excuse me, I do believe the good doctor is expecting me.” 

“I hope you are not feeling ill, my Lord?” inquired Sykes.  “No Captain Sykes, like you, I’m just fine.  A nagging headache that won’t seem to leave me is all, perhaps like yours.  However, I do believe you have more important things to worry about than an old man’s headache.  You had best get to your ship.  I’ll pretend I didn’t see that SOG.”  Sykes, tucking the order in his pocket, bowed a low formal bow and hustled out the door.

*
*

Entering the south end of the hanger, Sykes quickly climbed into his ship and began his checklists.  “Wizard,” his crew chief climbed up along side.  “Hey Capt., took a nice shot to the head there. Figured it was fractured, thought you’d be SOG’d for sure?” He said with a smile.  “Hey Merlin, go find something to work your magic on, otherwise, keep a lid on it and get me ready to go.”

“You got it.  Ready to go in 5 Capt.” Wizard replied, climbing down to make the final preparations on the ship.

*
*

Sykes was finishing his preflight duties when Dryker broke over the radio, “Hey get the OK from the doc?”  “Yeah, sure, you know how that went. Thanks a lot.”  Replied Sykes.  “Well what are you doing here then?” He asked.  “Just what I am trained to do, fly the mission” Sykes said defensively.  “Well as the squadron leader, I shouldn’t allow you to fly in your condition.”  “Spare me the rank and file bullshit – Sir.”  “I think that blow to your head knocked something loose, but you’re good to go?”  “Oh yeah, ready to go.”  “Good, then we brief in a couple minutes, you’re on my wing this hunt.  I want to keep an eye on you.”  “Great, follow the leader and watch while you get more glory.”  Sykes replied in a defeated tone.  ”Hey I think you owe me some glory after the red alert.”  He said looking at Sykes from his cockpit.  Sykes shook his head dismissively. “I’m never going to hear the last of it am I?”  “Not till I get to wear that Gem again.” He responded smiling.  Sykes just waved him off. 

Looking down, the roster for the mission was uploading to his ship’s computer.  The name Sirlo Wayfare caught Dryker’s eye.  Thoughts of his father, Syro “The Pyro” Wayfare and his encounter with the Dorn filled his mind.

Dryker, being too young to have experienced the massacre on ALDAR and never actually seeing a Dorn* was thrilled that the man, who had obviously suffered so much from the event, agreed to visit the squadron upon a personal favor of the King and provide the briefing.  He would remember the briefing that Syro gave with such veracity.

“Tall and descending from evil” was Syro’s initial description.  Apparently humanoid, like the Aldarians, the Dorn stood a full two feet taller than the average ALDARian height.  “They have the pale skin of the dead.” he continued, “White as if the life itself had been sucked from it.  And their eyes were red like the fires of the great hall of the Kings.” Syro went on to brief the other distinctive Dorn attributes including their jet-black hair and two extra fingers containing almost talon-like appendages.  

The briefing was a full recount of the mission from the planning, implementation, execution, data gathered and eventual failure.  Dryker absorbed Syro Wayfare’s account with vivid and almost photographic detail.  He had the utmost respect and envy for this soldier.  He had battled with his enemy in hand-to-hand melee.  “A soldier who did not hide behind the safety and security of his equipment.” He thought while he listened.  “To fight against your enemy,” Dryker thought, “side by side with your comrades, the glory that comes with that.  To feel your enemy’s gaze upon you and see his hatred in it.  To know that this was truly a mortal battle and at the end of the fight, one warrior would stand victorious over the other’s lifeless body and damned soul.” Dryker pondered the romance and heroism of the knights of old before the days of ships and modern weapons, when the lands of ALDAR, like so many worlds grappled with their troubled adolescence.  The Tournament of Swords was a ceremonial tradition honoring those ancient days, but Dryker longed to experience what Syro Wayfare had, true hand to hand combat.  Combat that, unlike the Tournament of Swords, would truly measure a warrior.  

His communications panel coming to life suddenly interrupted his personal thoughts…

<STANDBY FOR INCOMING TRANSMISSION>

It was the briefing they were expecting.  The Dorn had been spotted in the south quadrant and moving in fast.  Spotters on an outpost counted twenty-five Dorn attack ships approaching the ALDARian Base Operations facility. This was going to be a counter-defensive mission to intercept and engage the Dorn aggressors and then maintain a patrol until the status of a potential second Dorn wave was determined. 


ALDARian Base Operations was located on the station that orbited 200 miles above the planet ALDAR.  It was home to thousands of ALDARian pilots of the KNIGHT, ROOK and BISHOP squadrons, including support personnel and of course their families.  The base was also currently the home for the past few weeks to those fortunate Aldarians who were able to acquire tickets to the Tournament of Swords.  The remainder of the ALDARian population would be on the planet surface, the neighboring planet CLOMOS or it’s moon Da-Kar.  They unfortunately would’ve had to watch the games via televised monitors, which was, of course, not their first choice.  

*
*
*


King Ramyss was looking out into space from the command module on the aft side the base.  This view would place the planet surface behind him, out of sight, but allow the tactical scanners and targeting arrays necessary for the mission to be aimed in the direction of a potential attack.  The station could change orbit as necessary to a different hemisphere in the event of attack, but often times, the DORN attacked from the same direction, a region of space from the location of their home planet, located 10 days journey from ALDAR and such maneuvers weren’t necessary. 

King Ramyss had studied the preliminary reports and was confident that they were correct in indicating just a small band of DORN marauders on a possible recon mission and that is was not a full-scale DORN attack, a growing concern of his.  In either case, fighters would be launched and the invading DORN would be either killed or forced to egress.


“Your majesty, the KNIGHT squadron launches in 2 minutes, I have the defensive plan ready to brief.”  Said Prime Minister Xandon standing as usual to the king’s side.  “Go ahead with the briefing then.” He replied.  

It was Prime Minister Xandon’s duty, as were so many others during a red-alert, to first and foremost ensure that Ramyss got safely to the command module, then oversee mission planning and oversight.  Xandon would then meet with the military tacticians and advisors, the “Board”, comprised of appointed military specialists, veterans, and statisticians to get their military plan.  Xandon would then present the “Board’s” plan to him.  If he had no objections, then the plan would be implemented as the word of the King.  If there is a question or he wanted to override their decision he then does so.  Xandon as the head of the Board and Prime Minister to the King acts as the liaison between these two parties. 

*
*

Adjusting his papers and switching on a large monitor, Xandon looked at King Ramyss and began his briefing.  “The ALDARian counter-offensive will be a three pronged attack.  20 ships from the Knight squadron lead by Lieutenant Kaldarynn, whose ship is highlighted on the tactical display as per your request, will launch at “T”* and set up the initial interior perimeter defense. The Rook squadron, led by Lieutenant Rick Larsen will launch 40 ships at “T” plus 2 minutes and provided the Knights have not yet engaged the Dorn, overtake them to engage first.  The Knights will remain in the interior defense perimeter until the area has been secure and/or the Rook squadron needs or so desires their assistance.”

He paused to flip a page on his clipboard and the monitor; “At “T” plus 10 minutes, the Bishops squadron will launch 20 additional ships in case of a Dorn secondary offensive and to lend support to the first two squadrons.  In the event any Squadron engages the Dorn prior to the Bishops launch time, then they will assist the earlier squads.  This is the recommendation of the Board.”  He said, looking at the King for his decision.

“Good Prime Minister, you have done well, as is expected.”  King Ramyss said, taking a sip from a large steaming mug before continuing, “Tell the Board the game is on, mission as recommended is a go.”  King Ramyss, added, continuing to study the emptiness of space as tendrils of steam emanated from his mug.  

Xandon handed his clipboard to an officer who quickly disappeared, to take the approval to the Board returned his attention to his King, “Your majesty, if I may say, you sure have taken a liking to young Dryker Kaldarynn.  Unusual I find for a man of your stature to concern himself with matters of those not of royal blood.”  

“Are you questioning my intentions or prying for my thoughts my good servant?” King Ramyss asked him, he hit a nerve.

“I merely ask your majesty as it seems that you have asked for his status, performance and general well-being for a number of months now.  As your Prime Minister, I am here as counsel and as such I counsel thee.  It looks suspicious that one of royal blood asks and spends time concerning himself with the activities and well-being of a commoner.”

King Ramyss snapped, his attention to him,  “Dryker Kaldarynn, my dear Prime Minister, is the leader of my most esteemed flight squadron and the youngest ever to achieve that honor I add. He has won the Tournament of Swords for 4 straight years, wearing the Gem of the Kings as many times and has a very high affinity for the kingdom and its people both royalty or not.  The truth in fact that his accolades are much more than that of a “commoner” and many of those of “royal” descent could learn a thing or two from one such as he.”

“Forgive me my majesty, I only mention the fact as…” His words were cut off as the King interrupted, “You only speak of which you do not know, nor will you ever understand.  Your duty as my Prime Minister is to counsel me, this is true, but it is also to execute my requests without reservation, question or prejudice.  Now, have you forgotten your position?  Or do I, your King, need to find someone who can remember it?”

He looked into the King’s eyes – Ramyss meant the very words he spoke.  He had counseled and dutifully served the King for over 20 years, but they were growing apart.  He studied King Ramyss; the years had been hard on him as indicative of his withered brow and graying locks and most recent, the frequent headaches.  He stood by the King when he had sworn to provide a peaceful kingdom for his people, but that had to come at a price.  Dorn alerts and battle readiness drills had become an everyday part of ALDARian life and the King wasn’t always a spectator, having, as a young Prince, fought with and commanded thousands of ALDARian ships in flight combat, becoming in duty, one of Aldar’s most decorated pilots.  Yes, the King has indeed seen his share of carnage and destruction and he now only desired to live in peace, something the Dorn would never allow him to do.  

Perhaps he should abdicate to the young Prince Vryce?  Xandon thought.  Ah, the good Prince he thought standing next to the King.  The young and vulnerable prince would never know what it means to be a true ruler.  Hard to fathom the Prophecy of Ramyss is to be realized by one as meager as him.  Such an easily manipulated individual, the prince is but a pawn and I am playing the Board.  The analogy was almost too amusing and he let out a small chuckle.


“Do you find my threats amusing these days Xandon?”  Xandon, suddenly realizing that he had not acknowledged the King’s last comment.  “I guess in my old age…” the King continued. “… my threats are falling on deaf ears.  Have I become but a crazy old fool to you that my thoughts are so comical they amuse you?”  

Not wishing to upset his King further or find himself without a King to counsel, he offered a diplomatic explanation, “My majesty, forgive my jest.  I find it amusing, the thought of you ruling your kingdom without my counsel.  All are aware that I am the true mind behind the throne and without me you would be lost.”  He said with a wry smile.  “I see you are as crazy as I am then Xandon if you believe that tripe. Good to know I keep similar company.”  Said the King.

“Knight Squadron launching now your majesty.” The intercom buzzed suddenly. 


King Ramyss turned his attention to the large display and watched the ships launch.  From his post, he could simultaneously see the live view out of the command module window and see the tactical display just below.  The display indicated ship position and if desired the ship details such as its engine, weapon and pilot status. Only one of the ships was currently displayed on the monitor - Dryker Kaldarynn’s. “Godspeed men.” King Ramyss said as the ships exiting the station faded into the distance…

CHAPTER 3 

A

as his ship ejected from the hangar, Dryker felt the sudden acceleration slam him against the cockpit seat  It was always an odd sensation transitioning from the artificial gravity of the station to the vacuum of space.   Accelerating towards the edge of the launch tube, his weight gradually increasing from the centrifugal force at the station’s outer rim and then almost instantly decreasing as he cleared the structure.  

The only devices that held him from floating out of his seat were the five restraining belts secured in a star buckle at the center of his chest.  It was an odd sensation to say the least, but always a rush nothing compared too, not even winning the Tournament of Swords four times.


As planned, his ship was the first out of the station, timed carefully with the rotation of the structure to launch away from the planet ALDAR.  Half of his squadron would have to fly around the station, as their launch sequences would send them out towards the planet surface.  He retracted the landing gear and setting a vector in the navigational computer for the outposts he switched his tactical scanners on.  Those tasks completed, he began organizing his squadron as the images of his squad mates began to present themselves on his scanner.


All twenty ships had launched uneventfully.  He ordered a “readiness” formation and without a reply, all five columns increased their separation from the group by 1000 feet and made five single columns of four ships each. From this position they would all move into two rows of two.  Resulting in five squads of four ships, each squad sub-commanded by its front left ship or “squad leader,” the KNIGHTS, in their readiness formation, continued towards the inner outposts at full velocity.


He broke the radio silence after T plus one minute. “OK kids, so far no Dorn on the forward scanners.  We are one minute from the rendezvous point.  We have negative engagement, set up a sector defense.  If your scanners acquire anything, report to me.  Knight Leader out.”  Taking the center squad with Sykes following close behind, he entered his sector defense pattern.   

*
*

The KNIGHT ships were the heavily armed multi-roll fighters of the ASDI * Fitted with more armor; they were slightly slower and less maneuverable than their smaller ROOK Squadron counter-part.  Acting as a multi-roll craft however, they would see the brunt of all flight missions and required the most skilled and combat-experienced pilots.

The ROOKS flew the fast attack ships that were typically capable of out maneuvering the usually more sluggish Dorn ships.  This allowed the newer, junior pilots to fly ships that often times would provide performance that could, compensate for their lack of experience.  A slightly more vulnerable ship, the ROOKS were used mainly for combat only missions where speed was key.

The BISHOPS, the last of the ALDARian squadrons, were piloted by either the former KNIGHTS and ROOKS that had seen enough combat or those that were getting too old for the Game.  These typically older men had families and other ventures now commanding their attention, so they wanted to fly the less-combative, more routine missions.  BISHOP pilots also flew planetary shuttles and other support missions that KNIGHTS and ROOKS could not, such as the scientific and experimental missions.

If ever the time presented it that BISHOP pilots saw combat, things for the ASDI were dire indeed, and everyone knew that.  If the KNIGHTS and ROOKS could not stop an advancing Dorn wave, then the ALDARian command module and planet surface would be the next likely recipient of the assault.  The planetary defense guns were readied in those rare cases, although no one had seen such an event in a long time.  The KNIGHTS and ROOKS had been virtually impenetrable since the Massacre at ALDAR that occurred some 100 years ago and even then, the fifty or so KNIGHTS defending against that assault were able to destroy or nullify some one thousand attacking Dorn ships before being overrun.  “The DORN will never be afforded a victory of that magnitude ever again.” King Ramyss’ grandfather, King Aldon IV, had pronounced after that attack.  

ALDAR had lost nearly 60 percent of its population and some 90 percent of its military that week. Since that conflict, ALDAR had rebuilt it civilization around an ever-increasing defensive posture.  The KNIGHTS were over two hundred strong and the ROOKS were reaching numbers nearing one thousand.  A defensive mission of this size, consisting of only twenty primaries and sixty secondary ships, was a relatively easy one.  The prospect of combat however was still never entered into lightly, nor treated as an easy one.  

*
*


It was T plus 4 minutes, the ROOKS would be launching in 1 minute thought Dryker when his communications panel came to life.  “Sir, I have twenty-five confirmed targets in my forward scanner.” said one of the KNIGHTS.  It was the rookie named Sirlo Wayfare, son of Syro Wayfare.  Dryker looked at his scanners and seconds later confirmed the report. “OK gentleman, the Game is a go.  Form attack formation, five by four and engage all targets. Upon visual confirmation, attack and destroy.”

Commanding the leading squad, Dryker pushed his ship as fast as it’s engines would allow.  The scanners indicated less than two minutes to engagement.  This is much too easy he thought as he set the weapons system to the “ARM-ACTIVE” status and pressed the comm. button, “All ships.  Prepare for combat and watch each other.” He ordered.  Raising his voice, he shouted, “KNIGHTS to the charge.”  

Pilots rocked their wings acknowledging the transmission.  He knew his men were ready to go.  The thought of how clustered the DORN targets on his scanners were this late into their attack run was beginning to puzzle him.  As if in answer to this question, the images on his tactical scanner made a sudden, unexpected maneuver.  They stopped and he looked at the frozen targets on his scanner in disbelief…

Immediately reciprocating, he ordered all ships to a stop.  Something didn’t ”feel” right and it troubled him.  His combat instincts were usually a reliable barometer of coming events and he wasn’t about to send any of his men into an unfamiliar situation, especially a Dorn trap.


The Knights remained silent, frozen in position for what seemed like an eternity. He studied the tactical scanner pensively.  There was no movement. What were they waiting for?  Why did they stop?  What were they planning?  These questions plagued his thoughts.  The Dorn never stop an attack run?  Never in all his years had he seen the Dorn abort once they were inside the ALDARian outpost perimeter.  He continued to study the console when the communications panel came to life again; it was Sykes - his wingman. 


“What are you thinking Bud? Why are they just sitting there?”  Sykes queried.  “Not sure.  Never seen anything like it.  It’s probably a trap or they could be waiting for reinforcements.  I know I don’t want to send a squad to scout them.  Twenty-five Dorn to a squad of KNIGHTS aren’t good odds and I won’t risk the whole squadron going in either if it’s a trap.”  He pressed another button, opening the comm. channel to all the ships and queried, “Suggestions anyone?”  He was at a loss, the Dorn were an ever-aggressive race and they were to be treated as hostile at all times.  

Squad four leader Bryce clicked on, “Sir, request permission to investigate.  If they engage, we can fall back… I’ll keep my distance sir.”  He added, clicking off the comm.  

Dryker noticed that the voice seemed confident and positive.  His men would want to complete the mission at any cost and Bryce was one of his more experienced pilots, having had him serve under his command for 3 years now.  “OK Bryce, approved as requested, but anything strange and you’re back here. Got it?”  “Clear sir, Knight four out.”  He watched as the squad broke from the formation and moved towards the stationary targets. 


Watching the scanner, he could see that the twenty-five DORN targets remained motionless as his KNIGHT ships approached.  Squad four continued their intercept until just over 50,000 feet when they slowed and halted.  He was waiting for Bryce’s report when the comm. panel lit up.  He saw it was the ROOK C.O.* signaling him.   “Hey, we never thought you were going to show up.”  He said to Rick.  

Rick Larsen chuckled as the transmission terminated.  He was a very intimidating man, standing some six feet ten inches tall and to some seeming just as wide, He had had to get a special modification to fit in the cockpit as the original configuration caused him to hit his head on the overhead panels during aggressive and diving flight maneuvers. Despite this physical attribute, considered detrimental for a pilot, the fact remained that he is a phenomenal pilot and an even better tactician.  “Hey couldn’t let you have all the fun could I sir?”  

“No, I guess not, what’s your ETA?” inquired Dryker, continuing to monitor the lack of movement from the Dorn on the scanners.  “We are about 1 minute out, what’s your status? I only see sixteen of you guys. You lose a squad somewhere?  Maybe you better brush up on those nav. exercises and keep your boys where they’re supposed to be.”  Larsen said sarcastically.

“Didn’t lose anyone Larsen, one squad went for a visual.  We were on an intercept course when they just stopped.  Never seen anything like it so we sent Bryce to take a look.”  “Well, we’ll form up behind and see what they’re up too.  Stopped their run? That changes things a bit.” Larsen said.  “Sure does.”  He replied.


Dryker continued to examine the scanners when Bryce reported in, “Sir, we have visual confirmation, twenty-five Dorn aggressors.  They are just sitting out there.  No movement.  What are our orders?” 

Dryker pulling up the tactical map on his flight console, studied where the outpost was that had originally reported the Dorn ships.  It was a very remote post, some 25 minutes away.  His mind was racing trying to decipher the Dorn plan.  Were the twenty-five ships just a decoy?  A first wave?  Were they a kamikaze mission?  Or, was it just another small group of invading Dorn ships, nothing more?  “Too many options to guess at.” He thought.  

The piece of information he needed to put it all together came in.  “Knight Leader, this is command post.  The outpost reporting the initial Dorn has engaged a second wave.  They report this wave consists of approximately one hundred ships.  They have taken severe casualties, but were able to damage approximately eight ships.  The Board recommends immediate engagement of the aggressing ships. Command Post Out.”  As the comm. panel went silent, Dryker went into action. He opened up the comm. channel to the entire group of aircraft including the ROOK squadron, “All fighters, repeats all fighters.  Total is one hundred Dorn aggressors incoming, eight draggers.*  Total now, one hundred and twenty five Dorn aggressors.  Prepare to engage.  Larsen form up on me and take the lead.  KNIGHT Leader out”  

Drawing the tinted visor on his helmet, he pushed the throttles up on his ship and set a course for his squad four.  The ROOK squadron following suit quickly overtook the KNIGHTS. “See you in the Game” Larsen said as his squadron flew by.  There will be no supporting role for the KNIGHTS today He thought.  All the boys would see combat.  Gonna be bloody he thought as his ship silently cut through the fabric of space. 


Bryce radioed in almost immediately after he received the orders, “Sir, permission to engage the targets?”  Hearing the transmission and quickly considering the odds;  “Negative Bryce, there’s too many.  Fall back and regroup.  The ROOKS will take the lead.”

“Roger that Sir. Squad four re-grouping. ETA 30 seconds.”  Dryker observed the green markers on the scanner begin to distance themselves from the stagnant red ones.  

Sykes came over the comm., “Well, I guess we get to play today.”  Dryker smiled, “Yeah and we’re only outnumbered two to one.  At least the odds are in our favor.” He looked over his shoulder to see Sykes give him a wave.  In the distance, past Sykes ship, he saw Bryce’s squad rejoining the main group.  Opening the comm. channel one more time, he announced to all his ships, “Knights to the charge!”  All twenty ships simultaneously rocked their wings and applied full throttle.  They were playing the Game this afternoon and unfortunately for family and friends, the boys were going to late for dinner…
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