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History is a fickle thing, always written by the victor, be it scholars, clergy, or scoundrels. However, some events remained mere footnotes due to their scale or brevity.

Then there are those clashes of a more arcane nature, when the galaxy teeters on a razor’s edge. Those events are always best left unrecorded, and this fateful night is one such event.

****
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OUR STORY BEGINS ON the Galactic Alliance Colony of Riner II at a monastery carved into a granite outcropping that stood on the southernmost edge of the Vericrun Mountains.  The massive monastery, nicknamed “The Rock,” served two purposes. First, it functioned as a fortress for a large contingent of Na’dari. Second and most important, it safeguarded vaults containing relics, including Weapons of Legend forged by angels or gods, depending on whom one spoke to. Each Weapon was unique, but all served the same purpose—to defend Sophont-kind from demons and their sorcerer minions.

Roland Banniston, one of four hundred fifty Na’dari living in The Rock, exited the stairwell on the forty-fifth level with his friend and teammate from a previous assignment, Lami Ken. The light-brown-furred Rodentan snorted. “It’s the end of the twenty-fourth century—you’d think they’d have a mag-lift by now.”

Roland waved at the dome lights along the low granite ceiling. “This monastery’s been here for centuries—they can’t just build a mag-lift.”

Lami slapped his arm. “Oh, right...I reckon the Bongorian Palace’s been around for centuries. I’m willing to bet you don’t trudge up’n’down stairs at home—right, Your Highness?”

Roland chuckled. Lami’s constant barbs for being the Bongorian Crown Prince lost what little sting they had back when the pair were in novitiate together. “The Bongorian Royal Palace had the right infrastructure for mag-lifts—the Rock doesn’t.” He smiled at the Rodentan. “Just be grateful we have guard duty up top and not at the base.”

Lami scoffed. “Bollocks! We still gotta trudge up forty-five flights of stairs in the morning.”

“And our brothers and sisters guarding the base ‘trudge up’ after a twelve-hour shift.

Lami shrugged. “I suppose. Why couldn’t they keep our team together? Dring and Bol are on roving patrols—sure beats sentry duty!”

“They’re senior to us, remember?”

“And Rolef’s doing Creator-knows-what in the Sanctuary.”

“They have ascending protectors on sentry duty, standing with the wizard and preceptors as a last line of defense.”

Lami chuckled. “Rolef thinks he’s already a frickin’ preceptor—” She slapped Roland’s arm again. “Oh! Speaking of wizards...Master Driden’s rotation ends in a few days—his replacement arrived this morning.”

Roland scoffed. “Well, I didn’t hear a ship come in, so I’m guessing he arrived by portal.”

“No idea.” Lami shook her head. “Just two weeks ago, we helped a GMS Task Force break up a Sophont trafficking ring. Now look at us!”

“We’re guarding Weapons of Legend,” Roland said. “If those get in the wrong hands...”

“I know, I know, but I miss the action—that’s why I joined the Na’dari.”

Before becoming a Na’dari, Roland was a Bongorian Royal Army Ranger. He had fought Tandran Ravec Siyon raiding parties on several occasions—and came close to dying more than once.  He looked at Lami, a former Caspian Royal Army Ranger with a similar background who should know better. “Be careful what you wish for.”

Lami’s round, mouse-like ear twitched. “Yeah, yeah—I know.” They stopped outside her quarters.

“I’ll be here at zero six-thirty.”

Lami narrowed her blue eyes. “Why so early?”

“We’re on duty at zero-seven—and a lot of stairs to climb.”

She furrowed her brow. “For frick’s sake!”

Roland laughed. “See you tomorrow.”

“Have a good one.”

Roland continued down the corridor, with steel doors lining the rough, granite walls on both sides. The corridor’s cavern-like appearance made the austere chapterhouses around the sector look luxurious by comparison. Roland did not mind—The Rock was a good assignment, and guarding Weapons of Legend was an important duty. Besides, no one’s daft enough to attack this place.

“Prince Roland?” a melodious voice said from behind, bringing him out of his reverie.

Roland turned around and caught his breath. The woman was stunning. With smooth, olive-complexioned skin and cascades of wavy brown hair that fell past her shoulders, she looked about his age—perhaps a few years older. Roland saw the wizard’s medallion outside her gray sundress, the silver disc resting against the soft swell of her chest.

“I...uh...” he stammered, the heat rising in his face. Roland bowed. “I’m...I apologize...Master...?”

The wizard smiled, revealing the small fangs of a Tandran. “I should be the one apologizing—my name is Talisa Carovyk.”

Roland knew the name—and her reputation as an adept telepath. With complete ignorance of a telepath’s capabilities, he focused on Talisa’s face to avoid impure thoughts. 

We should note, in the young prince’s defense, that Roland suffered a head injury during a sparring session while in the novitiate. As a result, he missed the lecture covering telepathic ability that same day; therefore, he remained unaware that telepaths could not read minds.

“I heard you were here, Your Highness.” Again, she smiled, and Roland’s heart skipped a beat. The Bongorian prince could get lost in those brown eyes. By the Creator—she’s perfect!

Talisa narrowed her eyes. “Uh, Your Highness—Roland?”

“I...uh...” He struggled to swallow. “I apologize—just finished my shift.” Why’s it suddenly so hot in here?

The wizard chuckled, shaking her head.

Frick! She read my mind—and I just cursed!

“As I was saying, perhaps, if time permits, you could take me on a tour so I can reacquaint myself with this fortress.” Talisa smiled. “You can tell me about the skirmish that led to your duel with the old Baron Ostic.”

Roland recalled the specific raid, among dozens by the Ravec Siyon, and nodded. “Uh, yeah...of course.”

Talisa smiled, pushing a stray lock behind her ear. “Until then.” She continued down the corridor, her long gray sundress hugging the contours of...

“You should get some rest, Roland,” Talisa called back without turning around.

“Uh, of course...Master Talisa.” Roland punched buttons on the door’s keypad and entered his quarters. It was not as large as his bedroom in the palace, but it had all the necessities: a bunk, light dome, small refrigeration unit, and desk terminal with a computer and vid-phone.

Roland removed his baldric with the Blade of Crimm in its sheath and hung it around the bunk post. The dragon-hilted sword reminded Roland of who he was—and the grueling training he and all Na’dari endured to earn the right to carry it. He had sworn an oath to defend Sophont-kind, whether from worldly evil such as terrorists and Sophont-traffickers, or, standing with wizards, against demons and their sorcerer minions. His infatuation for Talisa was unseemly—not only as a Na’dari but as the Bongorian Crown Prince. Roland unfastened his gun belt with a holstered pistol and two pouches of extra charges. Out of habit, he placed it next to his bed within reach. He removed his brown hooded waist-jacket and hung it in his wall-closet with five others—two gray, two olive-green, and another brown. He unfastened his lightweight chest armor, laying it on the floor near his gun belt. 

I’m a twenty-two-year-old man—not a mealy-mouthed adolescent! A Bongorian Prince shouldn’t struggle talking with a beautiful woman—even a powerful wizard. “What am I thinking?” he muttered, removing the greaves from his boots, placing them on a shelf in the wall closet. “Any relationship with Talisa ...er Master Talisa, will be professional—period!” Anything more would be scandalous—an embarrassment to the Na’dari Order, Order of Wizards, and Bongorian Royal Family. I can’t allow that to happen. He  slid off his gray trousers and hung them with the waist-jacket. The problem is that she reads minds. He lay down in his bunk and stared at the ceiling for a moment before reaching a solution. I’ve got it! I’ll just avoid Master Talisa for the entire month she’s here! ‘The Rock’ is a huge place—shouldn’t be a problem! He scoffed. “Yeah, Roland—real adult way to resolve a problem. Some king you’ll make!” Roland realized he could not avoid Master Talisa for an entire month, even in a place as large as “The Rock.” 

And part of him was fine with that.
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A resounding rumble shook The Rock at its foundations, waking Roland. He sat up, rubbing sleep from his eyes. That was weird—must’ve been a dream. The Bongorian lay back down, closing his eyes. A moment later, his eyes snapped open with a second rumble. Roland leaped from his bed, snatching trousers from his wall-closet. Alarmed voices echoed in the corridor.

“Are we under attack?” a Na’dari asked outside as Roland pulled the trousers on over compression shorts. He took the gun belt from the floor and wrapped it around his waist. The prince slid his chest armor over the compression shirt he wore to bed.   

“Those weren’t explosions,” another said. Roland yanked on his boots, leaving them unfastened. He looped the baldric around his head and shoulder, moving towards his door. The Bongorian hit the switch, and the door slid open. Roland exited his room into the corridor where a dozen other monks stood by their doorways—a few wiping sleep from their eyes. He nodded to the brown-scaled Ophidan Na’dari leaning on the threshold next door. “What’s happening?”

Sen Gunja wiped his finger across an amber eye, shaking his snake-like head. “No frickin’ idea—probably seismic activity.” A few years older than Roland, the former Jarpan Republic Navy Commando was unflappable, as usual.

If I breached pirate ship hulls in full vacuum, nothing would bother me either. Again, the fortress shook beneath their feet with a brief rumble, bringing Roland from his reverie. The Bongorian braced himself against the corridor wall as Sen grabbed his doorway frame. “That’s not seismic activity,” the Ophidan said.

Roland scoffed. “How do you know? Are you a seisma...cologist or something?”

Sen chuckled. “I’m no seismologist—but that’s too short for a tremor.” He pointed at the floor. “That came from inside—down below.” Before Roland could argue, Sen added, “Trust me, I’ve been on enough ships during combat to know the difference.”

“Who’s the arsehole shaking us?” Lami asked, walking down the corridor from her quarters. With a gunbelt cinched around her slim waist, the diminutive Rodentan’s baldric hung from her shoulder. Besides that, she wore gray compression shorts and a shirt, showing off her lithe figure and leaving little to the imagination.

“No idea,” Roland said, raising an eyebrow. “Seriously, you couldn’t put clothes on?”

Lami chuckled. “I’ve got my pistol and sword—that’s all I need.”

Two Na’dari in full garb trotted down the corridor with laser rifles at low-ready. Roland recognized the Caelax male with his green exoskeleton and vertical gold stripe between his amber, multifaceted eyes. “Kryde, what’s happening?”

The monk stopped, his feather-like antenna twitching with agitation as the blue-plumed Orinthan ran past. “We’re not sure.” A former member of the Mantose King’s Guard, the Mantoid crown-prince addressed the off-duty protectors. “Put your kit on and be ready for anything.”

The Orinthan protector faced the Caelax, still backpedaling toward the stairwell, and nodded his falcon-like head in that direction. “Let’s go, Kryde!”

The Mantoid slapped his fellow prince’s shoulder. “Be safe, Roland.”

“You, too.”

Sen stepped into the corridor. “You heard ’em! Gear up!”

Lami dashed toward her quarters. “See’ya in a few!”

Roland entered his quarters, slipping greaves over his boots. He dropped the pistol belt and baldric on his bunk and slipped on the brown waist-jacket he had worn a few hours ago. The Bongorian wrapped the gun-belt around his waist and looped the baldric over his head. Roland snatched his LR-75 from beneath his bunk and slung it over his head and shoulder so the laser rifle hung before his chest. He slid his go-bag from under the bed and grabbed extra rifle and pistol charges. He shoved the unfastened bag back under the bunk and bounded out the door.

To his surprise, Lami was already waiting outside in full kit, with a smug grin. Roland’s eyebrows furrowed. “Weren’t you just standing here a minute ago in compressions?”

Lami shrugged. “What of it?”

“How’d you get back here so fast?”

The Rodentan chuckled. “Let’s just say the Caspian Royal Ranger Training Cadre were sticklers for punctuality and leave it at that.”

“ATTENTION! ATTENTION ALL PERSONNEL!” a voice said through the intercom. “We are Code Yellow—repeat, Code Yellow!”

“Urgent’s better than Emergency,” Lami said.

Roland scoffed. “We’ll see.” 

“All personnel are to meet in the Sanctuary ASAP! This order per Master Driden and Master Talisa.”

Lami groaned. Roland chuckled at his friend’s expense. “At least we’re not going to the top.”

The Rodentan glared at him. “Easy for you to say! You’re taller with longer strides—and it’s still three levels from the top!”

“You two won’t get anywhere talking about it,” Sen said, walking past with six other Na’dari in tow. Roland and Lami followed the group to the stairwell.

A few minutes later, Roland and Lami entered the massive Sanctuary with Sen and the others from their corridor. His legs aching from running up forty flights of stairs, Roland looked around as he caught his breath. Most on-duty Na’dari were already present as others continued filing in from entrances at each corner. The Rock’s contingent comprised men and women from every Galactic Alliance species: Humans, Rodentan, Ophidan, Reptilon, Caninaen, Orinthan, and Sivax. Also in the ranks were humans from the Independent Worlds—along with Felidans, Caelax, and a few Krags, with a handful of Slosebans and Nosobans towering above their brother and sister Na’dari.

In the center of the Sanctuary’s smooth granite floor were twenty vaults—all the doors closed and flush with the floor. The ten preceptors commanding the Na’dari contingent surrounded the centermost vault; Kriger Tan’Ojas, the stoic gray-furred male Felidan with panther-like features; Maia Jagun, the raven-haired female human from the Carathian Empire; Pangin Nuoli’se, the brown-plumed male Orinthan from Vorona; Sudosa Muadi, a female Ophidan with greenish-brown scales from Yila; Zhan Auklet, the male Reptilon from Jastao with green scales and caiman-like features; Irik Mon’Acu Aja, the male Krag with green scales and black fur from the Nomad Rakog Kingdom; Ved Termees, the male Sloseban from Monjovu, who towered over the others at twenty-one decimeters tall with a powerful build, his elephant-like trunk reaching the bottom of his square chin; Koa Ja’hun, the female Nosoban from Capomir, muscular and athletic, who was second-tallest among the preceptors at twenty decimeters, her petite rhinoceros’ snout having a small horn; Taja  Foar’uwer, the female human from the Armcellian Queendom, the lithe, golden-haired woman a former member of the Black Guard, an elite all-female commando unit charged with guarding the Armcellian Royal Family; and last, Duncan Clark—a male human from Earth, Roland’s former mentor and, up until ten days ago, his Team Leader. As part of a family legacy spanning centuries within the Order, Duncan was in Earth’s Army Special Operations before joining the Na’dari. Preceptor Clark was one of the Order’s best warriors, a lethal combination of strength, speed, skill, and intelligence—and that was not Roland’s opinion alone. 

A quicksilver-like portal formed a few meters from the preceptors. Hundreds of protectors drew pistols and swords at the possible hostiles. Roland pointed his pistol at the shimmering doorway. Chances are, a wizard would emerge; however, Na’dari always presumed the worst until they confirmed the portal’s source was a wizard. Roland brought his pistol to low-ready. No sorcerer is foolish enough to show here—not with Master Driden and Tal...Master Talisa here.

“Put up your weapons—they’re ours!” Master Driden said. A former Na’Dari, the Felidan had forgone the traditional wizard robes in favor of Na’dari garb. Like Talisa’s sundress, his clothing was all gray to honor their places in the Council of Light. The Felidan still carried the Blade of Crimm across his back, but there was no mistaking the wizard’s medallion hanging from his neck.

Three figures wearing the Council of Light’s traditional robes emerged from the shining silver portal. The one to the left was Master Cyfrin, the predecessor and mentor of Master Guiden—wizard advisor to Roland’s father, King Randor. The diminutive Sivax on the right was Master Cal’a’Vol. Like others of his species, Cal’a’Vol was hairless with a large head and black, almond-shaped eyes. Like Cyfrin’s long white beard was for humans, the green splotches on Cal’a’Vol’s gray skin indicated aging. The tall, rangy figure in the center was Master Merlin, Earth’s legendary wizard. At nineteen decimeters tall, Merlin’s dark beard and shoulder-length hair had gray streaks.

“He’s younger than I thought,” Lami said.

Roland chuckled. “Wizards reincarnate—Master Guiden tried to explain it to me once. He said after their ‘demi’ bodies die, their spirits
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