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THE REVENGE OF MAKARA
By Shane Perry

Prelude

In the ethereal plane where we now reside, I foresee the coming storm. 

Helpless to warn the chosen one, I wait in hope that she may one day hear my spirit's call.

You see, I exist in abstract terms now; neither alive nor dead; a mere facet of her shining jewel.

I am everything and nothing!

We tirelessly watch over our prisoner, but he is as cunning as he is evil. I wonder if such dark powers can be contained indefinitely, and contemplate the demon seeds he may have already planted in the corporeal soil.

My father once told me a proverb; told to him by the greatest of us, which in turn he had learnt from a 16th century Earth poet:

"While you are meditating revenge, the devil is meditating a recruit."

I sense others in the corporeal plane in such meditation. One in particular - a mere flicker of light slowly ebbing away, but kept alive by a desire for revenge!

Chapter 1

THE SEEDS OF PERIL
It is the year 3001 the Thalian Space Wars continue with the solar system acting as a front line of defence against the alien raiders of the Thalian zone. The Imperial Alliance’s strength has dissipated since the defeat of the Imperial Master by the F01 during their great duel at the cosmic alignment, but the events of the last 6 months have shown that the scattered remnants of the Imperial Alliance fleet, while unfocused, are still a potential threat to Earth Defence Forces and the overall stability of the galaxy.

Many vessels of the Alliance Fleet have taken to acts of piracy and now strike terror into the inhabitants of countless worlds lying on the outer rim of the galaxy. Some however have pursued a different course since the fragmentation of the Alliance such as Captain Arkama, who at the helm of a Kathaar class battle cruiser, has been on an obsessive quest within the Thalian zone.

His quest was triggered by his symbiont, who, free from the Imperial Master’s control, is able to have a more free and active role in guiding his flesh and blood counterpart. Arkama’s which is placed on his left eye and has the features of a face is one of the oldest of the Thalian ancients.

The ancients existed long before the rise of the Imperial Master. They enjoyed thousands of years of seclusion before eventually being discovered and captured by the ambitious Imperial master. He separated the ancients from their original bodies and transplanted them into promising candidates from all over the galaxy. Each symbiont would be passed onto other hosts through the ages, acquiring knowledge from each host. Arkama’s symbiont was one of the 12 great elders. Over time the elder symbionts dwindled with some becoming lost or destroyed through the ages. During this generation, Captain Arkama and the great Commander Makara were the last Imperial warriors possessed of elder symbionts, but now with the death of Makara and the loss of her symbiont, Arkama’s is now the last of the elders.

The regain of control by the Imperial Master’s destruction had returned the symbiont’s insight and memories of his past as one of the ancient elders of the Thalian Zone. It had persuaded his flesh and blood host to go on a search for the lost Temple of the Ancients that resides on a forgotten world somewhere in the vast emptiness of the Thalian Zone. Arkama was sceptical at first, but the promise of power and the demonstration of excruciating pain that the symbiont delivered to him when an order was questioned conditioned him enough to obey the orders of the ancient... for now.

Alarm sirens rang out over the bridge of the Alliance battle cruiser accompanied by the droning tones of the Termoid crew.

“Captain Arkama! Our scopes have detected that we are nearing an uncharted planet. What are your orders Captain?”

“Reduce quantum speed now!”

Arkama’s symbiont master blinked into life and whispered, “At last… …the planet of the ancients!” 

“This is it then?”

“Yessssss” Whispered the symbiotic entity. “Home at last… …after an eternity.”

The Termoid crew started shouting again, “Captain, our scans have detected an ancient Thalian orbital defence grid!”

Arkama, with hidden insight from his ancient counterpart, gave the order to continue their present course with caution. The termoids rang out again and suddenly a barrage of laser missiles were launched from a single defence platform. Arkama shouted at the Termoids, “Shields up!” they were happy to oblige while repeating Arkama’s order in their discordant tones. A shimmering light enveloped the Catfish like battle cruiser and safely defended it from the dozen missiles that flew into its path.

Arkama gave the order to open fire. Lightening energy rippled from the nose of the Cruiser and shot out towards the defence platform in a blink of an eye. After a couple of seconds of rapid fire the platform was no more, destroyed in a dazzling ball of fire which was quickly consumed by the stark vacuum of space.

'A malfunction of some kind, perhaps?' thought Arkama, as the remaining loyal platforms in the sector scanned the cruiser and allowed it to pass unhindered. The defence grid had been designed to keep out unwanted visitors. All non Alliance forces would feel the full power of the combined might of this orbital defence grid!

Arkama gave out a maniacal laugh as the battle cruiser made it’s way through the planet's atmosphere, “The power of the ancients…” he began to start before the sentence was completed by the mask like face on his left eye, “will be mine!” 

Chapter 2
RETURN OF A LEGEND

Earth’s moon - silent and solitary until the last thousand years where upon it became the second home for the human race. In recent times planet Earth’s moon was used as the last line of defence in one of the great battles of galactic history. The brave soldiers of Moonbase fought in the defence of Earth, but an elite few, through their great bravery, saved the entire galaxy!

Across the barren lunar landscape loud pounding thuds would be heard now if it were not for the cold vacuum of space. From a distance a blurry red figure was seen from the viewing tower of Moonbase. Commander Crow watched this figure’s gravity defying trek across the moon, checking various instrument panels and computer screens while information was relayed to him by his command crew.

“Commander Crow, they’ve reached the testing area.”

“Good.” he said, pulling his headset mic closer to his mouth and speaking into it using a tone that contained equal amounts of authority and respect, “Captain, all systems are primed. Are you and your crew ready for the test?” An electronically disfigured response came through his headset responding in a positive. On receiving this news Crow gave the order to start the test.

A dozen unmanned EDF fighters were launched from a hanger within Moonbase. From the viewing tower, Crow watched them speed towards the red speck in the distance. In another second, lasers and swift explosions could be seen around the position of this unidentified figure. In a few more seconds all was still again with the small red figure remained resolutely stood in its position. The command crew gasped, even Crow was slightly in awe of the spectacle, exclaiming, “That machine is a Miracle”

The Dai-X stood in triumph, it’s gleaming new red paintwork barely scratched after it’s short stand off with the drone fighters. This was an all new Dai-X, faster, stronger and more agile; equipped with all the weapons of the Mk.1 with a few new additions. Aesthetically though, it looked like the same Dai-X of old - The dreadnought that took on an Imperial Battle Cruiser and won, ending Commander Makara’s reign of terror with one well aimed punch. 

In the cockpit of Braincom, Captain Shiro Hagen responded to Crow’s high praise. “My Father sure knows how to make them.” A voice came through the radio from the pilot housed in Dai-X’s foot, “I like to think that we had something to do with the miracle making, Shiro” pointed out space pilot: John Lee, pilot of Dai-X‘s leg component: Legtrack. Another voice chipped in over the static, “Yeah Lee, Professor Hagen’s got the 

tools, but we’ve got the talent!” The cool tone of this voice came from Barry Hercules sat 

in the cockpit of Mainbody, which made up the torso of the big red behemoth. Shiro broke up the good natured self appreciation, “Cut the chatter you two, Commander, we’re ready for wave two.”

And so the next wave began their attack. It comprised of battle tanks and artillery weapons that sprouted out of the rocky surface from secret bunkers. The Mk.2 Dai-X made short work of the battle tanks with its arm laser cannon. Rapid laser fire spat out as the agile Dai-X defied the low gravity of the moon taking out its targets while dodging the majority of the tank’s energy shells. The Dai-X was still taking hits though from the dozen or so artillery weapons scattered around it, despite its acrobatics.

“Hercules” Shouted Shiro, “Its time to flex our muscles again!”

“You betcha!” snarled Hercules, while flipping a couple of switches in his cockpit. The Breast plates of the Dai-X opened to reveal a multiple rocket launcher system in each chest unit. Hercules quickly targeted the offending weapons and launched a devastating salvo of missiles. The missiles spewed out of the chest launchers, streaking around the Dai-X to find their targets. Soon the conflict was over, with the Dai-X once more victorious against the drone legions. 

“This is too easy.” announced Hercules “We need a real challenge.”

“Be careful what you wish for Hercules, L-L-Look over there” replied John Lee in a flustered tone directing Hercules attention to the 3 giant mechanoids stomping into view from the distance into their holding positions.

“Looks like that’s wave 3” said Shiro “I think my Father has been busy again.”

The EDF Lunar Assault Suit System was Professor Hagen’s most recent project. It had been designed around the time of the construction of the EDF: X-Fighter, and like the newest addition to the Star Fleet, incorporated technological secrets deciphered from salvaged Imperial Alliance technology. Professor Hagen’s technological skills are a match for anyone or anything that the Imperial Alliance can muster, but there were certain benefits from using Alliance tech particularly in trying to mobilise a new and improved fleet cheaply, quickly and efficiently. It has to be pointed out that the new look internal workings of the Dai-X are free of the benefits of any Imperial Alliance research, and is simply a brilliant update of an already mysteriously complex design. The Dai-X was certainly a one off as regards to 31st Century Technology.

The 3 L.A.S.S. units were in a stationary position a short distance from the Dai-X. These L.A.S.S. units were unmanned, but no less deadly with their enhanced computer piloting 

systems. The L.A.S.S. looked very similar in style to the Dai-X, but was slightly smaller in scale, with the top of their head units measuring up to Mainbody’s cockpit on the Dai-X. They didn’t have a head, but instead a tubular weapon system was fitted on top of their torso. The unit was battleship grey in colour but with a few familiar red and white stripes and arrows on its arms and legs to denote it’s allegiance.

Commander Crow spoke to his crew, then into his mic again, and shortly after; wave 3 was initiated.

The 3 L.A.S.S. mechanoids literally flew at the Dai-X, their boot thrusters enabling them to cross the distance between themselves and the Dai-X and execute a series of kicks and blows that took the crew of the Dai-X by surprise.

“Focus, people!” Shouted Shiro, “Lee, Hercules, work together!” The crew of the Dai-X did just that and an incredible fight ensued between the Dai-X and it’s 3 attackers. The Dai-X traded kicks and blows and managed to tear the arm off one of the 3 mechanoids. Hercules in an excited tone exclaimed “Now this is what I call a throw down!” John Lee after some physical dexterity with his controls managed to unleash a devastating kick by the Dai-X which crushed the chest compartment of the 2nd mecha, destroying it‘s computer systems and causing it to fall to the ground in a crumpled heap. The mecha who had lost it’s arm then fired an energy beam from its head unit. The Dai-X managed to sidestep the beam and with a quick turn of its head, courtesy of Shiro’s great piloting skills, let loose with X-Tracers. The incredible strobe-like energy attack from the Dai-X destroyed the already damaged L.A.S.S. in seconds. The Dai-X took a blow to the back by the last remaining L.A.S.S. causing it to fall to its knees.

Shiro quickly alerted his crew that it was time for the real test.

“Hercules, Lee. It’s time to use the X-Sabre!”

“Alright!” Hercules shouted excitedly, followed by a more concerned “OK” from John Lee.

A compartment opened on the underside of Dai-X’s right arm and passed a metallic cylinder into the grasp of its hand. “Ok.” said Shiro, “It’s time to cut to the chase!” The cylinder in Dai-X’s hand ignited. Lasers shot out of it and sketched out the outline of a sword-like object which solidified into a tangible shiny metallic blade with the cross-guard of the sabre resembling an X shape.

The Dai-X got to its feet , twisted its torso and swung the great Sabre, cutting the last standing mech in half.

The Dai-X stood victorious. The X-Sabre was a success!

“Bring on the Alliance, or anyone else who’s looking for a fight.” said Hercules in his customary confrontational style.

“Yeah, it works real good doesn’t it guys?” chipped in Lee, "Y’know, your father is a genius, Shiro. You must be proud?”
“I am Lee.” said Shiro, proudly, but with a slight tinge of sadness, “I hope he’s happy working on the Z-Project at Star Fleet Command, I just wish I could see him more often. It’s just… I only just got to know him again and then he has to leave.”
Hercules showing a caring side helped to put Shiro’s mind at ease, “Well, he’s not too far away, Shiro. It’s only a hop skip and jump to Earth from here.” Hercules then remembered something Shiro had said, “Say… what is this Z-Project I keep hearing about anyway?”
Commander Crow’s voice suddenly came through over the radio, “Its top secret space pilot Hercules! We will know about it when we need too. As for the test - very well done gentleman. Come on in.” 

Shiro quietly explained to Hercules, as the Dai-X stomped back to its hanger, that he was none the wiser as to what the rumoured Z-Project was as his father was quite secretive when it came to his inventions.

Professor Hagen was indeed working on a new miracle back on Earth. A miracle that might well be needed very soon indeed.

Chapter 3

DESIGNERS OF WAR, ARCHITECTS OF PEACE

Earth - home of EDF: Star Fleet Command, fully rebuilt after the war of a year ago. It is January 3031 and the air is cold.

General Kyle, surveys the various computer screens around the war room. They show data pertaining to the rebuilding process around the globe and the Earth‘s military build-up. It was decided after the war that the city complexes of the world would be repaired or rebuilt over time, but that most of Earths resources would be used to rebuild EDF’s military might. This was deemed necessary as Earth, as well as it’s colonies were an easy target for attack by alien raiders in their current weakened state. This was why the X-Fighter project was passed unanimously along with the building of a massive military complex on Mars for the construction of new space fighters and cruisers. The Dai-X was refitted and a new Project by Professor Hagen was given full Backing.

The Z-Project would be a sister project to the famous X-Project and help bolster EDF’s already growing armed forces. It was started on Mars with Professor Hagen overseeing before it was transported to the massive new underground hanger on Earth for its completion. The Z-Project is to be based at Star Fleet Command when finished and just as the X-Project is based on the Moon it is hoped that one day each of Earth’s colonies will have it’s own special Project concocted from the brilliant mind of Professor Hagen.

Deep below Star Fleet Command in the giant underground hanger, various pieces of what looks to be a giant red machine are slowly being assembled into place. Scaffolding and cranes distort the appearance of this slowly forming craft, but familiar stripe and arrow markings adorn the sides of various parts.

On a platform on the far side of the hanger Professor Hagen and his new protégé, Shin Darrow are staring at a large metallic head-like unit and instructing nearby technicians with laser welders who are adding extra parts to this metal jigsaw.

“It’s nearly complete Professor, we’re almost there.” said Shin in an excited animated tone.

“Yes. In much less time than the X-Project took to complete, thanks to the new facilities on Mars.” replied Professor Hagen in a more sober fashion, “I only wish we were not in need of it. I would much rather use my abilities in less destructive ways.”

“But your inventions have saved millions Professor. You should be proud.” responded Shin, “The galaxy might be all slaves of the Imperial alliance now if it weren’t for X-Project.”
“Yes, I know.” sighed the Professor, “Sometimes weapons of war are necessary if peace is to be allowed to bloom.”

“I’m honoured to have worked with you on this Professor, I only hope you can forgive the mistake I made on Mars.”

“Shin, you have done nothing wrong that needs forgiveness and the honour of working with you is mine.” said Professor Hagen. “Do you see now how much we have achieved without resorting to desperate measures.”

Professor Hagen was referring to the outlawing of physical Thalian technology as used in the original fleet of X-Fighters. In a short period of time the Thalian technology within the X-Fighters would cause various problems on missions. From burning out existing circuitry to trying to take over various functions of the craft. On one occasion the Thalian technology caused wires and circuitry to be implanted onto an X-Fighter pilot, though luckily no permanent damage was caused to the pilot in question.

Professor Hagen lobbied EDF to ban the use of actual Thalian parts in Earth based machines. Only Professor Hagen would be allowed to study actual Thalian equipment and recreate the safe usable parts of it through Earth technology. The old X Fighters were destroyed and replaced with identical looking replacements built with improved Earth technology thanks to Professor Hagen’s study of Thalian secrets.

The L.A.S.S suits at Moonbase and Dai-X’s X-Sabre all benefited from what Professor Hagen could salvage from the mysteries of the alien technology coupled with his own design genius. The Z-Project was able to be completed in record time thanks to the new advances, but the only project that was incompatible with the new enhanced Earth technology was the Dai-X. It’s Power core and internal systems are themselves mysteriously alien in design and were diametrically opposed to any kind of Thalian algorithms. 

During the Mars phase of the Z-Project, while working on an Earth based variation of the dreaded Delta Laser weapon, Professor Hagen’s protégé made a terrible error. While the Professor was at a meeting on Earth, Shin, in a fit of desperation, incorporated parts of a salvaged ship-based Delta Laser from an imperial battle cruiser. On a testing range on Mars he sat in a cockpit chair with his newly designed thought based targeting system attached to his head and the enhanced Delta Laser connected to it nearby, he fired the weapon, completely atomising the target, but the beam would not dissipate and continued to grow in size and strength the beam pushed further across the Martian landscape, destroying an automated factory. Suddenly wires and circuitry attached themselves to Shin’s head and body. The beam was growing wider and cutting into the landscape like a knife through butter. Fortunately a technician was able to pull the plug on the Immense Delta Laser beam before it got completely out of control and punched a hole through the 

planet. Shin survived and Mars had a brand new gaping canyon thanks to the 

uncontrollable power of his Delta Laser.

Shin’s implants were safely removed and he was taken to the med-bay where he spent several weeks in a coma. Professor Hagen was angry, but relieved his protégé was safe. Shin explained that his family was killed in the F01 campaign and that he was desperate to build a weapon so powerful that no more human lives would be lost. Professor Hagen forgave Shin and assured him that to beat their enemy they must learn from them, not become them. Shin’s Powerful, but dangerous Delta Laser was removed and replaced with the original design. 

Now, on a January morning on Earth in 3001, they were staring at the housing of the Delta Laser, waiting for the deadly weapon to be inserted.

“With the Z-Project, we will ensure the safety of the Earth.” said Shin.

“All I hope is that we seldom have the need to use it, or the Delta Laser. Even this less powerful version is more power than any one person should ever h….” before the Professor could finish his sentence he found himself transported to another realm. His astral form was floating in a sea of light and colour. He was both shocked by what was happening, but also felt a familiar sense of comfort. Suddenly a floating female figure in robes appeared before him. Professor Hagen was surprised and gladdened by the appearance of this ethereal figure as he uttered the word, “Lamia!” 



Chapter 4
MESSAGES THROUGH ETHER

The abstract realm Professor Hagen now found himself in, filled him with wonder. A constant barrage of spectacular light and colour now entered his mind. Was this a dream? Was he really here? Or was his one-time daughter and saviour of the galaxy - Lamia simply inside his mind? One’s perception of this domain is ultimately subjective. It exists everywhere and nowhere simultaneously. This awesome spectacle of light and colour is the only way a human mind can interpret the domain of the ethereal.

Although slightly disorientated at his consciousness seemingly being plucked out of the physical plane so abruptly, he felt great happiness in seeing this young woman in front of him again. Who or what she was now wasn’t clear though. Was she a mere alien or a God! The final days of the F01 campaign saw great changes in Lamia. She had always been special, but she somehow managed to fit in, no matter what part of the solar system she was in. There was never anything to suggest that she wasn’t human, although maybe her unconditional love for all creatures gave her away as being somewhat more advanced, particularly as mankind had only recently finished battling itself in space for a 3rd time.

By the time the Professor was reunited with her on Esper, he could see a change in her, not just in her maturity, but something else, something truly alien. The Professor’s time with Lamia was short, but during this period she continued to change and started to exhibit incredible powers. Powers that only the F01 could wield. The F01 or Force Zero One became her title for speakers of Solar basic. The Thalians had, had their own name for her when she was prophesied millions of years ago by the Thalian ancients. This knowledge became the Imperial Master’s when he took control of Gelmar and the other worlds of the Thalian Zone long ago.

In the final battle she joined with Halley and became, for want of a better term, a god! She sent the Imperial Master’s spirit into another part of this dimension trapping him here. She too chose to stay in this domain, her power being too great for our universe to contain. On occasion she appeals to the Imperial Master to let go of hate and find release in goodness, but it always falls on death ears. Although stripped of power, his evil determination is as great as ever.

Before Professor Hagen could utter another word, the ethereal being in front of him broke the silence, ‘I bring you greetings Profes… Father’ She smiled at her correction. There was certainly an element of Lamia in this new personality which came as a relief to both the professor and Lamia herself. She had spent so much time here in meditation she was unsure where she ended and her F01 persona began.

‘It is good to see you again my child’ said the professor, his relief that Lamia’s 

personality was in someway still intact, was evident.

‘I wish we were able to meet again under better circumstances, but I am afraid that I have grave news for you.’ said Lamia, who stopped for a second and then in a colder alien tone, more akin to her F01 counterpart, continued, ‘The universe is doomed unless you and the brave soldiers of earth act quickly!’

Professor Hagen was shocked, whether it was by the sudden change in Lamia’s voice or the actual words she had just spoken he did not know, but before he could respond she continued, ‘I risk much by consulting with you. Any interaction with the physical plane on my part strengthens the weakened Imperial Master.’ Her tone changes once more, ‘I have much to tell you father.’ She raised her glowing hand to the Professor’s forehead and sent a jolt of energy through the Professor’s mind.

Suddenly the Professor was back in the hanger with Shin. No time had passed at all, but the Professor was again, disorientated by what had just taken place. Lamia had just shared horrifying secrets with him. Even for a mind as great as Professor Subaro Hagen’s it was still a lot to take in.

Are you alright Professor? Said Shin ‘You seem a little discombobulated all of a sudden.’

‘Shin, my dear friend.’ Started the Professor ‘you don’t know the half of it!’

‘I’m confused Professor.’

‘No time Shin! I have to meet with General Kyle immediately.’

‘But Professor, the Z-Project!?’

‘It’s in your more than capable hands now Shin. Its power may well be needed if we are to avert a catastrophe!’

The Professor shook the confused protégé’s hand and swiftly walked down the corridor. Shin did not know what to make of all of this. This was very unlike the Professor, who was always so calm and collected.

Shin gazed at the welding crew fitting various parts onto what was slowly forming into a robotic head. His eyes went blank for a split second and then a very grim expression formed. ‘The Professor lied to me!’ growled Shin. He shouted over to a nearby technician who was shocked by Shin’s uncharacteristically sharp tone. Pointing to the laser cannon that was attached inside the metal head-like structure he sternly ordered, ‘I want this inferior contraption replaced with the Thalian Delta Laser!’ ‘But sir…’ Started the bewildered technician, ‘…raw Thalian technology has been outlawed! Professor Hag…’ 

before the technician could finish, Shin responded with incredible Ferocity, ’Professor Hagen no longer runs this operation. I do! Have you got that? Or would you like to be transferred to another department?’ The technician relented, but was still surprised at the change in Shin’s personality. It reminded him of the stories he had heard about him when he was on Mars - pushing boundaries and breaking rules. A look on his computer screen had already showed the updated command personnel on Z Project, with Shin now the head of this military operation. He called the shots now so he would do what he was told. The question of legality concerned him though and he decided that he would definitely talk to someone about this later.

As the crew prepared to take the Professor’s laser cannon out of it’s casing, Shin Looked on and said to himself in a harsh whisper, ‘If the darkness is coming, it will find me ready!’ 



Chapter 5
THE QUESTION OF TRUTH

Captain Arkama’s Kathaar class battle cruiser slowly emerged from a thick bank of dark red cloud above the god forsaken world it now roamed in its search for untold power. The secrets of the ancients had been well hidden, that much was for sure. No one in their right mind or, in the case of Arkama and his symbiont, minds would have embarked on such a foolhardy and dangerous quest so deep inside the realm of evil known as the Thalian zone. It probably said a lot about the mental state of these two particular minds at the moment, that one would follow the whim of an ancient, or at least the splintered essence of one, even if at times it was under duress. The Thalian zone was a dark and treacherous place, even to those loyal to the imperial alliance. Few have entered its darkness and returned unchanged. The planet Gelmar was thought to be the only world that existed in this area of space and, according to what little could be found in alliance archives on the subject, the one and only resting place of the Thalian ancients, but no longer. The world dubbed, ‘the lost world of the ancients’ had been found thanks to the hazy re-awakened memories of Arkama’s symbiotic counterpart. 

Lightening flashed all around revealing scorched canyons of black rock below. It was a relatively small world, about the size of earth’s moon, with some kind of unnaturally generated atmosphere. The environment was inhospitable to all but the bravest or foolish of beings. If there was a physical representation of hell in this universe, this was probably it. 

‘Where is it? Where is this great power you speak of ?’ snarled Arkama, ‘I see nothing here but a dead world.’

‘Patience.’ whispered his symbiont, ‘My memories tell me that this was once my home. Deep inside this world is the chamber of the ancients. Its secrets will give us the power of gods.’

‘That may be, but I only have your word that this is the…’ before he could finish his sentence, Arkama doubled up in pain as his symbiont served up another helping of cerebral discipline to his disbelieving host. ‘The word of the ancients is law!’ hissed the symbiont. ‘Have you learned nothing? If you continue your insolence I will lobotomise you!’ Arkama conceded although the pain continued for a little longer after his submission. His symbiont was as ruthless and cruel as the Imperial Master, he thought.

Arkama was a warrior at heart and in his previous incarnation, before the Imperial Alliance had fractured his memories, performed bionic surgery and paired him with an ancient, he was indeed a great warrior who fought against the alliance in the battle of Obraxis 7. Obraxis 7 was home to an order of noble techno-knights who were given the 

honoured task of defending their people from outside threats. The techno-knights had fought bravely against the alliance, but were hopelessly outnumbered. Only a handful of knights remained for the final battle in the city of Telex where Arkama, or as he was known then, Zir Kode fought like a man possessed and caught the eye of the Imperial commander in charge of the campaign. Zir Kode was captured and converted via the same process as the infamous Commander Makara and was thus joined with a more powerful ancient symbiont. He was given the name Arkama in a twisted play on words by the Imperial Master.

The fact that Arkama now seemed to suddenly have access to these memories was alarming to him, but what was most worrying was the fact that if he had to choose one persona over the other, the choice would no longer be an easy one, such was the terrible nature of memory dissimilation. His main goal at the moment though was to try to save whatever memories he had in his possession as his symbiont now had the power to obliterate them should he feel inclined to do so.

Arkama composed himself and decided that being a warrior also meant being a tactician, and he had been a master of that in the past. ‘Please forgive my impatience. I look forward to the day when the ancients rise again. I am truly honoured that I have been chosen to help you in your endeavour.’ The symbiote was satisfied with Arkama’s response, if a little cautious at Arkama’s sudden turnaround, maybe the discipline was working. The truth was that the symbiont had very little access to Arkama’s thoughts now, since the defeat of the Imperial Master. He however steadfastly believed that his own memories of the ancients and their lost world were solid, although there did feel like there was some kind of outside force clouding his thoughts and preventing a level of clarity that should have made finding this world and the chamber of the ancients far easier than it had been thus far. He would have to continue to meditate while the battle cruiser blindly scoured this dark rocky planet. 'It will come to me.' he thought 'Just as the location of this world did. I will be patient.' 

Meanwhile in another sector of the galaxy the patience of the ancient energy beings who have dwelled in this universe almost from its creation is about to be demonstrated. 



--- --- ---



The Deltraz system. A small unassuming area of space, of no real tactical importance and rarely visited by any kind of life forms. A perfect resting place for a legend. A small glowing light suddenly appears out of nowhere and expands, causing a forty foot square area of space to bend and shimmer as it slowly reveals an outline of a vessel. A few seconds later space returns to normal save for the newly materialised craft. A sailing ship similar in style to that of the legendary Skull now floated in this desolate area of space. It had been resting here for an age, but has now reawakened along with its mysterious passenger. Inside the ship a casket-like chamber opened revealing an ancient human-like 

being dressed in the garbs of The Skull. His facial features were hidden by shadow, but a beard could be made out and he wore a horned helmet with what looked to be a crystal eye patch in the shape of a skull attached to his left eye. The eyes of this patch started to glow red and slowly, but surly the mouth of the skull eye patch opened uttering in a whisper, ‘By the will of the ancients the Great Skull rises again!’ 



Chapter 6
THE HEAD AND THE HEART

A discordant mix of pulsing electronic sounds and frantic chatter filled the air in the simulation area at the new X-Fighter academy on Moonbase. A group of people in EDF flight suits had converged around a cockpit unit, aghast at the score that this particular pilot had amassed thus far on the Braincom training program. The record still belonged to one Shiro Hagen, but the mysterious female pilot, decked out in full flight gear which hid most of her features, was getting very close indeed to beating the legendary space pilot's high score. Her eyes were hidden underneath a visor but the lower part of her face gave her away as being around cadet age. She had a steely look of determination on her face though as she put her electronically simulated Braincom fighter into a series of death-defying manoeuvres. 

Lieutenants Hercules and Lee, who had been studying data on a view screen in another part of the area, decided to investigate the commotion. Hercules stared at the score in disbelief, ‘Damn! Looks like she’s gunning for Shiro’s record.’ Lee cheekily concurred, ‘Yeah, she’s already beaten yours.’ Hercules quickly pointed out in his own inimitable way that she had in fact also beaten Lee’s as well. Indeed, the pilot in question currently held all of the single fighter and L.A.A.S records apart from Shiro’s. 

Shiro himself, was in his quarters, freshening up after the training mission. He was deep in contemplation, so much had happened in the last couple of years. Fresh from graduation and straight into the adventure of a life time. He had shed so much of his innocence and altruism during these brutal campaigns and lost friends who were like family to him. He put his helmet on and stared at himself in the mirror; placing a hand over the eye that had been home to a symbiotic entity not too long ago. He had been lucky, the condition had been, physically at least, far from permanent unlike poor Captain Carter's, he thought. Shiro wondered whether there could have been a way to save his old mentor; to stop himself from having to shoot his beloved friend down on that asteroid. He played out what happened that day, time and time again in his head, but in his heart he knew a good man like Carter could never live with what he had done, what he had become. Shiro’s musings were abruptly interrupted by the sound of his wrist receiver's beeping tones. 

‘This is Captain Hagen.’

‘Hey Shiro, it’s Hercules, you need to come down to the simulation area now!’

‘Hi Hercules, Is there a problem?’ Shiro said in a concerned tone.

‘It’s an emergency all right, your high score is at risk!’

Shiro sighed, relieved that the current situation was at least not life threatening, ‘Ok Herc, I’m on my way.’ Life threatening it may not be, but Shiro was certainly competitive enough to want to find out if his high score was in jeopardy. He did have an idea of who might be attempting to break his record, which put a glimmer of a smile on this brave young Captain‘s world weary face.

Back at the simulation chamber the excitement level had risen further, the mysterious pilot had reached level 10 or level X as it was referred to by any pilots skilled enough to have ever reached it. It was an un-winnable scenario. A single Dai-X fighter craft versus an Imperial Battle Cruiser. A test to see how long a pilot could survive in an impossible to win confrontation.

This pilot didn’t seemed to have been told that though and was managing to evade the main energy weapon mounted on the Kathaar cruiser’s domed shape nose by flying dangerously close to the superstructure of the giant vessel. Gasps were heard from the group at the sheer audacity of the pilot, however her laser blasts were doing no real damage to the ship. The Imperial Cruiser’s standard shielding was strong enough to repel the fire power of a single Dai-X fighter. The pilot’s score was growing ever closer to Shiro’s though with every second she remained in the simulation. 

2800 - 2810 - 2820, The score kept increasing. 20 more seconds and the high score would be hers she thought. At that moment Captain Hagen walked in and stood just far enough away from the group to watch, but not be noticed. 2880 - 2890 - 2900, Hercules looked around, wondering where Shiro had got to, and on seeing Shiro exclaimed, ‘Someone’s gunning for you Shiro!’ At the mention of the word Shiro the pilot’s demeanour changed. Away went her steely gaze, and she looked away from her head’s up display for a fraction of a second to steal a glimpse of her hero. Fractions of a second are everything in space combat, and when her gaze returned to the simulation she found herself diving uncontrollably into the side of the battle cruiser, unable to pull up her fighter exploded on impact. She looked at the score, 2970. Just a few more seconds and the record and Shiro’s respect would have been hers she thought. She slumped back in her cockpit deflated, despite the cheers and congratulations from her fellow space pilots. She was still only a cadet, but she could fly better than almost anyone in Star Fleet. What really annoyed her was that she had let her emotions get in the way of her flying. Her feelings for Shiro were strong, both as a mentor and as a person. She so wanted him to see her in a positive light. 

The crowd walked away, and seeing Shiro make his way to the cockpit, Lee and Hercules chose to make their exit also, but not before exchanging a knowing look between them. Shiro walked over to the cockpit to greet the dejected pilot,

‘I know, I know, I lost concentration, I flew with my heart not my head. Guess I look kinda silly huh?’ said the young pilot as she lifted her visor to reveal her beautiful features.

‘You know what you did wrong, which is the main thing. You have so much potential. You fly with your heart, but your head must be clear in the heat of battle.’

‘Says the man who flew the Dai-X into the heart of a battle cruiser’ she said with a respectful smile.

Shiro returned the smile, what could he say? He had been just like this young 19 year-old, brave, but sometimes reckless. He had fought with his heart at times, true, but experience had shown him the benefit of restraint. Shiro pulled out an object from his pocket and gestured the young pilot to open her hand. Her heart beat increased, this was the man she respected, adored. ‘You’ve earned this... Space Pilot Emma Steel.’ Shiro said, placing the object into the promoted pilot’s hand, ‘We’ll iron out the kinks as we go, but Star Fleet command needs good pilots like you.’ Emma couldn’t believe the words she had just heard and a huge shocked smile formed on her face as she looked into her open hand which revealed an EDF fighter pilot’s eagle pin. She was now a Space Pilot and an elite one at that as her pin denoted that she was X-Fighter classed. ‘Thank you Shir...’ she gushed, before stopping to compose herself and then giving her superior the appropriate salute, restarted her sentence, ‘Thank you Captain Hagen. I won’t let you down sir.’ she said, trying her best not to break out into fits of joy. One of her dreams had just come true, she would now have to work on the other one, she thought.

Before either of them could say another word, Shiro’s receiver started to bleep out a melodic sequence of tones indicating that this was an important message from Commander Crow. Emma watched Shiro’s startled face and was shocked, she’d never seen her mentor look this way before. Shiro had been given some shocking news by the Moonbase Commander, The F01 had made contact with his father. They would be going back to the accursed Thalian Zone.

Chapter 7

MISSION FROM BEYOND

The briefing room on Moonbase was filling up with space pilots and technicians from all over the Lunar fortress. Moments ago Commander Crow had put the base on full alert and ordered an emergency meeting in the briefing room with his command staff and the X-Fighter squadron members stationed there. The air was filled with uncertainty as the pilots chatted nervously with each other. Most of these were veterans; survivors of the F01 campaign. Their ranks were made up of the best Star Fleet had to offer from all over the solar system. They were the elite!

A few had already seen combat in the untested X-Fighters, flying them into battle against an Imperial force and coming up trumps despite their hasty deployment. However stunning their initial success was, this was soon overshadowed as specific teething problems started to arise during the testing phase. Captain Hagen, his Lieutenants and several of the pilots here today had been given the job of putting these fighters through stringent tests before they were to be used in combat again. There was so much about Thalian technology they still had to explore. The power core of each X-Fighter had been based on the Imperial fighter model, replicated as much as possible through earth technology. It however required a physical piece of Thalian technology to kick-start the core and so several captured Imperial fighters were cannibalized for the specific part needed to complete the core. Of course the rest is history.

The tests, which were an unmitigated disaster, nearly costing the life of one pilot, led to Professor Hagen's bill to scrap the use of physical Thalian technology in machines of solar origin. It was passed immediately by General Kyle, no congress or committee was needed. 'Subaru Hagen has my utmost trust, when he speaks, you listen!' was General Kyle's response to anyone who would see fit to complain about a bill being passed without outside consultation. The political system certainly wasn't what it once was. The aftermath of Space War III had seen great changes, but in the wake of the Thalian Space Wars, the solar system now operated under marshal rule. It was certainly not ideal, but the Earth had been decimated in the final battle with the Imperial Master and survival meant strong leadership, luckily they had General Kyle. The concerned and excited X-Fighter pilots were here today through a chain of events one of which was another similarly short meeting between General Kyle and Professor Hagen. General Kyle’s response to detractors would be amended from this day on, for when Subaru Hagen spoke, you listened! And If the subject in question was the F01, you listened very carefully indeed!

Commander Crow walked into the briefing room from an adjoining corridor flanked by Captain Hagen and his lieutenants. They all had grim expressions on their faces as if they’d just been given an incredible burden to carry. And a great burden they had indeed been given which they were about to share with the brave men and women assembled 

here today. Commander Crow started the briefing swiftly, time was of the essence after

all. As the Moonbase Commander’s words spilled out, the atmosphere in the briefing room grew cold. A wave of fear washed over the open mouthed audience and by the end of his short, but informative briefing they too shared the grim look of their Commander. 
It was a terrible burden to bear, that much was certain. Well, it’s not everyday that you’re told that the universe will cease to exist if you fail in your mission.

A short time later the underground hanger which was home to X-Bomber was alive with activity as scaffolding and cranes were being removed in preparation for the launch of Star Fleet’s technological marvel. Onboard, the crew was busy with final system checks trying to keep the enormity of their task at the back of their minds. Commander Crow had assigned The X-Bomber and a wing of X-Fighters a dangerous mission inside the dreaded Thalian Zone. The stakes were high, the highest! The fate of the universe was in these pilots hands. The F01’s message to Professor Hagen had been relayed to General Kyle and passed onto Commander Crow. Although slightly cryptic in detail, as only the F01 can be, the upshot from a military standpoint was that there was a universal extinction level event about to occur on a lost world deep within the Thalian Zone. How they were going to reach the Thalian Zone in time and then locate this unknown world in that great dark expanse of space was still not known, although many believed that Professor Hagen would be able to shed some light on this when they meet up with him at the rendezvous point midway between the Earth and the Moon.

The crew sat at their various stations and each partook in his own particular pre-flight ritual. Lee chomped on a cookie, brushing the crumbs off his blue coat. ‘He wasn’t going to his doom on an empty stomach.’ he thought to himself. Hercules had his usual bickering contest with one of PPA’s many drones. In his anger he knocked this particular one out of the air onto the ground, but another one soon appeared to continue its perfectly programmed sermon. ‘I’m gonna reprogram that damn know-it-all one day!’ thought Hercules, although if he was truly honest, there was a part of him that enjoyed his banter with the Perfectly Programmed Android. Shiro was just staring at his view screen thinking about friends, old and new. ‘We haven’t come this far and sacrificed so much to have it all taken away from us now.’ he determined.

In another nearby hanger the wing of X-Fighters were taking off one by one. Space Pilot Emma Steel was next in the fighter queue. She couldn’t quite believe what was happening to her. One minute a cadet, the next a space pilot on a mission to save the universe, fighting side by side with the legendary crew of X-Bomber and her adored mentor Captain Shiro Hagen. Her thoughts soon returned to the here and now though, as the tone in her headset informed of impending automatic launch. A few seconds later her fighter had sped out of the hanger and into space, forming up with the rest of the wing.

A massive hatch opened in the lunar landscape revealing a slowly emerging X-Bomber. It 

hovered above the giant open doors and angling its vertical thrusters, banked right to line itself up with the fighter wing that was in formation ahead of its position. X-Bomber’s main Thrusters suddenly lit up and sent the great vessel on a path towards the fighter group. A quick rendezvous with Professor Hagen’s shuttle and then next stop - Thalian Zone.

Chapter 8

COMMAND DESCISION 

General Kyle looked at the various tactical displays in the main operations centre at Star Fleet Command. Earth and its colonies had been on the brink of a great abyss and were now forced into an unprecedented military build-up. Automated factories on Mars worked around the clock in order to rebuild and strengthen the beleaguered Star Fleet to help ensure the survival of the human race. General Kyle had witnessed great changes in a life-time of military service. He had risen through the ranks and become, arguably, the most powerful man in the Solar System.

He had started out like any other youngster with a taste for adventure and enlisted at the Earth-based fighter academy. His dream was to be become a space pilot and fight in great battles in defence of the Earth, just like his father had done in Space War 1 against The Martian Colony. He was young and headstrong and didn’t care who his adversaries were, just as long as he could fight. His dream soon became a reality, although the actual reality was more of a nightmare as fresh out of the academy Space War 2 broke out, again, against the colony of Mars, although this time under the rule of an evil dictator who had made non-aggression pacts with the other younger colonies. The War was ferocious and a tragic lesson to space pilot Kyle as he lost friends on both sides. Earth was eventually victorious and Kyle, who had fought fiercely, but with a growing respect for the nature of war, rose through the ranks. After a few short years of peace, the colony of Neptune emerged as a new threat having been able to amass a huge fleet while Earth and Mars had been fighting between themselves. Neptune’s conquest of neighbouring ice giant, Uranus triggered Space War 3, which prior to The Thalian Space Wars had culminated in the single largest battle the Solar System had ever known. It also saw Mars and Earth join forces. The old enemies fought side by side against the might of Neptune’s fleet. Commander Kyle's masterful use of tactics won the day for the unlikely coalition force and Space War 3 came to an end with untold losses on all sides, but with Earth and Mars emerging as the dominant powers within the Solar System. With the help of the newly promoted Lieutenant General Kyle, Earth Defence Forces was created to help achieve a cohesive unity between the colonies and ensure a lasting peace. The Thalian Space Wars had arguably done much to bring the people of Earth together no matter where they now resided within The Solar System, but ultimately they still found themselves in the same state of reconstruction which they seemed to be cursed into reliving every few years.

General Kyle had the weight of the Solar System on his shoulders as he managed both factory and military units on a large tactical map. That weight had just increased in astronomical density after a brief meeting with Professor Hagen. General Kyle’s defensive focus had just widened to take in the entire universe. ‘It could make a person go mad, but then war is insanity.‘ General Kyle thought to himself, he had certainly come a long way since his days as a cadet. He watched the radar screen and saw the 25 radar 

blips that had just left Moonbase, rendezvous with a single blip that had travelled from Earth. Sending the entire Moonbase X-Fighter wing off had been risky. The X-Fighter wing comprised 3 squadrons of 8 of the deadliest space fighters Earth had ever developed. A squadron could take on an Imperial battle cruiser and win, but who knew what dangers they would face when they arrived in the Thalian Zone.

‘Number 1, what is the current status of X-Fighter production on Mars?’ Asked General Kyle in his well spoken authoritative tone.

‘A full squadron is complete and ready to be dispatched, 2 more will be completed by the end of the month.’

‘Have Mars send the completed fighters to Moonbase as soon as possible. With both X-Bomber and the X-Fighter wing away, Moonbase now only has a single wing of conventional EDF fighters for space defence purposes.’

‘Right away sir!’ 

General Kyle looked at the view screen again. Yes, sending a wing of X-Fighters out into the unknown could be seen as risky, but might sending X-Bomber and the Dai-X too, be viewed as complete folly? He thought this over in his mind, but came to the conclusion that if the universe was at stake his response needed to be decisive. He pitied the unfortunate fellow who took arms against EDF's finest. 



Chapter 9
THE IMPOSSIBLE PLAN

Shiro, Hercules, Lee and several PPA drones met Professor Hagen in X-Bomber's docking bay. Shiro shook his father's hand as multiple Perfectly Programmed Androids excitedly fluttered around the two men.

'It's good to see you again father.'

'You too my son. We seem to only ever meet under the most dire of circumstances, and I'm afraid this day is no exception.'

Hercules, only too happy to be the one who cut to the chase, enquired in his patented no-nonsense fashion, 'Say, Prof, anytime you're ready, how-about you giving us the low down on what Lamia told you.' Shiro and Lee slightly taken aback at Hercules' abrupt tone responded in unison with an annoyed, 'Hercules!' while one of PPA's drones went one step further, 'Impudent young fool, do you know who you are talking to? You are not worthy to lick Professor Hagen's boots you overgrown half-witted twit. And another thing...' Professor Hagen butted in, time was short and PPA's tirades could go on for hours, 'It's OK PPA, Hercules is right. We have no time to waste on formalities. I will tell you all I know when we are in transit. Meanwhile, set a course for Sargasso!' For once, android and human alike were in complete agreement and delivered their response in a shocked chorus of disbelief, 'What!' Commander Makara, herself, would have been impressed by their delivery.

On board the bridge, Professor Hagen unveiled the F01's unorthodox plan to send them to their destination, a mysterious world within the Thalian Zone where they would try to thwart the evil that was emerging there. Shiro thought of the Master's heir and wondered what other evils lurked unseen in that dark zone of space. Hercules, undeterred from his previous tongue-lashing, felt the need to question what seemed to him to be madness, 'So you're telling me that we have to enter the graveyard of space again? The last time we fell into that gravity well we nearly bought it!' This time there was some solidarity with what Hercules had to say, even PPA chimed in with a list of percentages pertaining to their chances of survival once in the void. Professor Hagen continued, 'Lamia assures me that once in Sargasso she will be able to create a warp gate for us to travel through which will take us to our destination in the Thalian Zone. It’s the only way to reach the planet in time.’ He knew the scientific impossibilities of what they were trying to do, but his belief in Lamia and the cosmic powers she possessed was enough for him to believe it was possible. Lee who had been sat quietly decided to pose a question, ‘So, what is this great evil we have to stop? Is it a person or weapon of some kind?’ The briefing back on Moonbase had been vague and in military terms. Enter Thalian space. Find planet X. Locate and destroy unknown evil force. The stake it would seem was the universe. So 

what great evil would they come up against? Professor Hagen was unable to answer John Lee’s question as he didn’t rightly know himself, nor did the F01, for she could only see an abstract picture of light and dark. What she did know was that at this moment a great darkness was growing on this mysterious planet, one that she could foresee consuming the universe if left unchallenged. She was using her power to hold back the darkness there, but it was taking a lot out of her. She feared her manipulation of space and time in Sargasso would leave the universe venerable to other dark forces, but she had no choice.

Shiro was the first to throw his weight behind Professor Hagen’s plan, ‘If this is what Lamia believes to be right then I’m with her 100 percent!’ Hercules cared for Lamia too and thought no matter how crazy the plan was there must be a reason for it and so gave his support too, ‘OK. I’m with you, it’s not like I’ve got anything better to do!’ he grinned. John Lee was still fairly uncertain, but also agreed to the plan, what was he going to do, desert? He was certainly no coward, but out of the 3 he was probably the one who craved action the least. He was happy to serve, but he’d much rather be tucked up in bed, if the truth be told. ‘Well, fine, just as long as we eat first.’ he requested. PPA’s machine mind could still not handle the data that he’d just been fed, but he decided that while the anomaly that was the F01 defied computer logic, it seemed logical enough for Professor Hagen, his creator, so he too felt that there might be a glimmer of logic to this plan, somewhere. Too be honest, despite the bickering and questioning there was never any doubt in anyone’s mind that they wouldn’t go through with the mission. For one thing, they were Star Fleet, through and through and would always obey an order from a superior. The other was that they all loved Lamia very much and would do anything for her, including going back to the graveyard of space. Hercules pointed out though, before they tucked into Star Fleet rations, that the 3 squadrons of X-Fighter pilots, who had joined them on this mission would probably think they were all mad! 



Chapter 10
RETURN TO SARGASSO

Shiro had briefed the wing of X-Fighter pilots that had joined the crew of X-Bomber on their dangerous mission. As Hercules had predicted, the news that they were heading to the nearest gravity well, one of many entrances to the graveyard of space - Sargasso, was met with shocked surprise. Even Emma Steel had wondered if her mentor was playing a trick. When she realised he was serious she then wondered if he had lost his sanity. She looked at the strange patterns that were being formed in the glow of hyperspace, she and her fellow pilots had been here with X-Bomber for a few hours now. Her thoughts returned to Shiro again. He had been through a lot recently, maybe the stress had gotten to him? That must be why they were heading to the graveyard of space on some crazy mission? No that couldn't be it. It must have been his father's doing! She loved Shiro very much, but she couldn't help but feel a certain level of resentment towards his father. He had brought Lamia into Shiro's life and was in a way responsible for the Alliance's onslaught of Earth during the Millennium War. Maybe if he hadn't found her, the so-called F01, then Earth would not have had to have suffered so much devastation. She knew deep down that the Imperial Master would have attacked Earth eventually though. 'I guess I'm just jealous of a ghost.' she thought to herself.

Lee had managed to find one of the many ever moving gravity wells that were the gateways to Sargasso. There were many ways in, but once inside the void there was no way out for most of the space farers trapped there! The X-Bomber had already fallen foul to one such gravity well that had been, at that time, residing in the Solar System. Commander Makara was able to detect its existence and then spring a trap on X-Bomber, forcing it into the graveyard of space. X-Bomber, thanks to the aid of the Skull, became the first vessel of Solar origin to ever escape the clutches of Sargasso and due to their time spent in the void PPA was eventually able to create an early warning system that could be installed in Star Fleet vessels which detected the presence of gravity wells, giving those ships a fighting chance to change course before being pulled in. PPA had never considered that they would ever use this device to actually hunt for a way into Sargasso, but with the aid of John Lee's expert radar skills they were now on course to one such entrance to the graveyard of space.

One of PPA's drones hovered behind John Lee as he watched the meter count down on his computer display. 'Looks like it's nearly time, PPA.' offered a nervous John Lee. 'Yes lieutenant Lee, I concur with your Computations. Professor Hagen! It is almost time!' chirped PPA in his officious electronic tone. Professor Hagen, busy with calculations looked over to his son.

'Shiro, inform the X-Fighter wing that we will be dropping out of hyperspace on my mark. Once the sub light engines cut in they will need to transfer all power to engines and 

proceed into the gravity well at full quantum speed!’

‘Yes sir! Right away!’ said Shiro who immediately opened a com-link to the X-Fighter pilots.

Professor Hagen called out to PPA‘s main computer screen, ‘It will be up to you to navigate us safely into the void PPA!’

‘Yes Professor Hagen, you can count on me! I think it might be for the best however if I temporarily shut down my drones. I had rather a funny turn the last time I entered a black hole.’

Hercules laughed, ‘What the tin can is saying Prof. is that he totally flipped his lid the last time we entered Sargasso.’

One of PPA’s drones flew over to Hercules and hit back, ‘Well at least I wasn’t the one who wanted to waste all our precious energy for the sake of a fight... Idiot!

‘Why you...’ 

‘Ha ha, too late!’ PPA had shutdown his drones, leaving Hercules to throw a punch at thin air as his target dropped to the floor.

‘Stupid tin can! Hercules instead chose to use his boot and kicked the drone across the bridge.

The Professor stepped in, this was becoming a habit he thought, ‘Hercules, man your station, we have no time to waste on petty squabbles.’ Hercules complied, but was starting to think that he much rather preferred it when he only had to deal with one Perfectly Programmed Android at a time. Professor Hagen looked over at PPA’s main display, ‘If we fly into the void on a controlled flight path with all power transferred to the engines we should be able to combat the adverse effects of Sargasso's gravity for a time.’ Lee chipped in, in his usual concerned manner, ‘We can only hope that Lamia doesn’t waste any time in getting us out of there.’ ‘She’ll come through for us Lee.’ said Shiro passionately. Professor Hagen finalised a few pieces of data on a view screen and then patched himself through to the X-Fighter wing, ‘On my Mark, cut light engines and form up behind X-Bomber in... 5... 4... 3... 2... 1... Mark!’

A small fleet of X shaped vessels suddenly re-appeared into normal space. They could already feel the unusual gravitational pull of the area, but at their rate of speed they were at least in control of their course. The X-Bomber now piloted by PPA took the lead and flew further into the gravitational well. The space before them started to warp and all too soon they once again found themselves entering the great cosmic whirl pool that led to 

Sargasso. The vessel was buffeted around by the strong gravitational forces, but was able to maintain a controlled passage as lightening shot out all around it and its convoy of X-Fighters. They soon found themselves in the eerie glow of Sargasso having made it through the treacherous whirlpool. They now however faced a deadly flight through the many obstacles in their path in the shape of old vessels and asteroids, all the while having to compensate for the harsh gravity of this space graveyard. Hercules may have had his problems with PPA, but he would have to acknowledge that the ole tin can could certainly fly a ship. The X-Bomber, as large as it was, managed to avoid most of the space wreckage, weaving in and out of old ship hulls and space rock. The wing of X-Fighters were having a much easier time of it as their smaller size and manoeuvrability allowed them to follow PPA’s course without a single collision. There was still no sign of the F01’s warp gate however and the fleet of ships were starting to feel the effects of Sargasso’s strong gravitational forces. Lights started to flicker aboard X-Bomber and its tail wing of X-Fighters. They would need to get out of here soon or be lost forever.

‘Where is she?’ Thought Emma Steel piloting her X-Fighter between two small asteroids. ‘Shiro said that she would get us out of here, but what if she doesn‘t? We only have the Professor’s word that she contacted him anyway.’ She watched as the X-Bomber was suddenly hit by an asteroid. PPA was perfectly programmed, but even he couldn’t dodge everything. Onboard X-Bomber, sparks flew and lights began to fade. They were running out of time; main power would be consumed in a matter of minutes. Shiro cried out, ‘Lamia, where are you!’ PPA started a final countdown to their eventual depletion of energy reserves, while the rest of the crew of X-Bomber bowed their heads and prayed for a miracle. Shiro looked up again and noticed a small glowing beacon of light ahead which started to glow and grow in size. ‘There it is!’ shouted Shiro. The crew watched as the light formed into a large upright circular field of energy in front of their position. This was Lamia’s warp gate and their ticket out of Sargasso and onto the next perilous part of their journey. Hercules, putting the issue of chain of command aside in his excitement, ordered PPA to ‘Floor it!’ PPA was happy to oblige and sent the X-Bomber through the gate followed closely behind by the wing of X-Fighters.

Once the fleet had disappeared through the white light of the gate, the energy field started to dissipate and it shrank in size to a small flickering globe of bright light. It seemed as though the light wanted to extinguish itself, but it was somehow being forced to maintain it’s flame. It gradually changed colour and started to emit an eerie red glow. Lightening bolts began to form around the glowing red globe of light and it increased in size and started to change shape. A familiar large robed figure was being forged in impure light. The F01 knew the risks of meddling in the physical world, even if it was in an area of space that didn’t play by normal scientific principles, and now the unthinkable had happened... The Imperial Master’s spirit form had escaped the ethereal plane! 



Chapter 11
THE UNVEILING OF TERROR

General Kyle adjusted the medals on his ceremonial uniform in his quarters at EDF: Star Fleet Command on Earth. It was the day that the Z-Project would be officially unveiled to the politicians and military top brass in a lavish ceremony. General Kyle was unsure of the merits of wasting resources on such an occasion, but he was going to make sure he looked dapper for it regardless. A beeping tone emitted from a nearby door, 'Enter!' responded the General, and the door opened to reveal a similarly well dressed older man with at least as many medals as General Kyle. 'I don't know how you are able to stand up straight with all that metal on your chest.' said the man in an informal tone referring to the General‘s plethora of medals. 'I could say the same about you, Admiral Miles.' smiled the General. The two men laughed and shook hands.

Admiral Miles had organized the ceremony and he explained to General Kyle its importance, ‘I know, I know, We look like a couple of old peacocks and time and resources could be better spent on rebuilding the Star Fleet. But we must build morale as well as star ships or we will certainly lose this war. Let the Z-Project be a shining beacon of hope to the people of Earth.’

‘Why, Admiral you’ve become positively diplomatic. A career in politics beckons.’ teased the General.

‘No, no, I’m far too honest for that calling.’ The Admiral paused, ‘You know, I’d give anything to be a few years younger and back in the seat of a star fighter. Never let them ‘promote’ you William! Never!’

‘Oh don’t worry about that old friend they will have to take me out of here in a coffin!’

‘Who in their right mind would ‘promote’ you anyway, there isn’t a man in Star Fleet that could take your place.’

‘I don’t know, I have high hopes for Number 1, but I’m in no hurry to retire just yet.’

The two men continued their respectful banter on their way to the Admiral’s bar, reminiscing over past glories.

Meanwhile in Star Fleet Command’s operations centre, Number 1 was conducting an investigation. A technician had been killed while working on the final stages of Z-Project. His death seemed accidental at the time, but Number 1’s inquisitive mind felt that there was more to this tragic loss of life. His investigation was unofficial, but his position allowed him access to certain evidence that was classified to all, but personnel of his 

rank. Evidence that he was now browsing on a computer screen. Number 1 scanned the dead technicians daily log, and was stunned by his final entry:

EDF: Star Fleet Command
CODE NAME: Z-Project
C-CLASS: 276388845/163839
Earth Date: Jan/10/3001
Private log of Verne McDonald (Tech Class)
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

-------------------
My fears are growing for the safety of Z-Project and indeed the mental competence of its new head, Shin Darrow.

Today he ordered me to remove the advanced laser from the Z-Project’s head unit and replace it with the Thalian Delta Laser. This is, of course, an illegal act and I feel that I will have to register a formal statement regarding this incident to Star Fleet Command, first thing tomorrow morning.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------End-Line-3-0

02143-------

Number 1 was shocked by what he had just read. The ill-fated technician, Verne McDonald was killed later that day by a malfunctioning lifting system. There were not enough resources for an independent enquiry so it was left to Shin Darrow to ascertain the cause of the malfunction, which was put down to a faulty motor system. The enquiry had been closed, but Number 1 was slightly suspicious of Mr Darrow after the stories he had heard about him and his time spent on Mars. It seemed that Number 1’s fears were well founded as he now had proof that Darrow had been able to cover up the illegal implementation of Thalian technology. But just how far had Darrow been willing to go to cover up his deceit? Had he been responsible for Verne McDonald’s murder? Number 1 would have to go to General Kyle with this evidence immediately.

In the underground hanger that was the home to Z-Project, Shin Darrow was sat in the cockpit unit of Z-Project. Its form was still hidden by cranes and scaffolding, but these were slowly being moved away in readiness for it's unveiling. Shin had decided he wanted to test the Z-Project himself, which surprised many, but they conceded that he knew the Z-Project better than anyone, save Professor Hagen. An alarm bell rang out and an announcement was made through the speaker system that the ceremony would start in 5 minutes. Shin looked at his instruments, his mind was troubled, but he was adamant that what he was about to do was right.

Outside the Star Fleet Command complex a booth had been erected which was full of 

High ranking Star Fleet officers and public officials all waiting to see the completed Z-Project. A synthesized fan fare announced the beginning of the ceremony and then Shin Darrow's voice came through the public address system to start proceedings, 'Ladies and Gentlemen it gives me great pleasure to present to you Earth's ultimate weapon, The Dai-Z!' A couple of large doors opened in the ground and revealed a giant red mechanoid, not too dissimilar to the Dai-X, emerging on top of a slowly rising platform. Audible gasps could be heard from the crowd. Some had seen the Dai-X before, but this design seemed much more dynamic and downright terrifying, especially up close. Once the Dai-Z had reached ground level, it gave out an electronic growl and it's single circular yellow eye in the centre of its head glowed. This made the entire crowd jump out of their skin, before applauding this new technical marvel. General Kyle's wrist communicator started to beep, it was a high level emergency communication from Number 1. As the General listened to Number 1's grave news, the colour drained from his face. Shin's voice started to echo around the ceremonial area again, 'Representatives of Earth. The Imperial Alliance has been responsible for the deaths of countless numbers. But from this day on, Its reign of terror ends!' The crowd responded with more applause as general Kyle frantically tried to summon security forces. ‘I know the source of the Alliance’s power and I aim to destroy it!’ a more muted response was given this time as the crowd started to realise that something was wrong. A group of missile carriers had converged around the Dai-Z and a squadron of EDF fighters had been scrambled and were circling the area. A clearly agitated Shin responded, ‘You cannot stop my destiny, what I do now, I do for the sake of the Earth!’ The Dai-Z’s boot thrusters ignited sending the giant mechanoid 100 feet into the air. Suddenly various pieces of the Dai-Z started to fold and change shape. Gears and mechanisms moved around and once the transformation was complete the Dai-Z had changed it’s form to that of a star fighter. It flew off from its stationary hovering position at great speed, high into Earth’s atmosphere. The EDF fighter squadron was left in its tracks and soon The Dai-Z was out of their range as it made its way out of Earth’s atmosphere and into the unknown. The confused and startled representatives were ushered back to the officer’s bar, for a much needed stiff drink, while General Kyle looked up into the sky, hoping and praying that Shin and the Dai-X were at the very least still loyal to EDF‘s cause, because who knew what untold damage the Dai-Z was capable of doing in the wrong hands.


--- --- ---



Meanwhile in the dark void of Sargasso, The Imperial Master’s spirit form was searching for something in the seemingly infinite sea of wreckage. The F01 may have unwittingly released the Imperial Master’s spirit into Sargasso, but he was still a prisoner here and it wouldn’t be long before the F01 drew him back into the ethereal realm. Luckily for The Imperial Master he had planned ahead.


In another part of Sargasso a familiar alliance insignia could be seen adorning a domed shaped piece of wreckage. It had once been part of a Kathaar class Imperial battle cruiser, but now it served as a life support system for its occupants. Inside the vessel it was pitch black, save for a few dull lights scattered around the pod-like interior. In the centre of all of this, an unconscious female humanoid could just be made out. Her body was broken, but she seemed to be alive thanks to the many attachments that were connected to her head and torso. She wore a heavily damaged ornate helmet which also covered her left eye and this part of the helmet emitted a couple of faint glowing red lights. All of a sudden the pod was awash with a blinding red light revealing the identity of the unconscious woman. A booming voice outside called out her name, ‘Commander Makara!’ Inside the pod, the light that shone from Makara’s symbiont’s eyes started to increase and the symbiont’s lips started to slowly move, uttering the words, ‘Yes Imperial Master!’ 



Chapter 12
REBIRTH

‘Commander Makara?’ was that her name? The frail damaged woman lying in the makeshift pod thought to herself. Her mind was elsewhere; roaming the infinite landscape of the unconscious. She had been on this journey for quite a while now and in that time had only heard the occasional whisper. It had always been the same name though, ‘Mary!’ Was that her name? Or was she really Commander Makara? This new name was certainly far from whispered as its shockwave threatened to tear her world apart.

Her soul had visited many weird and wonderful places in the time that she had spent in her comatose state. On the way she had met many strange alternate versions of herself which seemed to relate to the environment she was travelling through at the time. Some were quite alien and primitive to her and the remaining stored memories she had of herself, although she wasn’t sure if even these were hers or not. The one thing that was clear in her fractured mind was that she had been sent to this strange domain by a giant red devil with 3 beating human hearts. This beast would sometimes return and force her to leave her current doppelganger behind as she tried to escape the fiery red devil. She wondered how many times her other selves had fell to this monster? One day she would destroy it, she vowed! But would she ever get that opportunity now that the very fabric of her world was being pulled apart. Whether this was her name or not, it meant apocalypse.

Makara regained consciousness and moaned at the pain she was now enduring. The Dai-X had crushed her body just over a year ago sending her mind into a coma. Her battleship had broken up into many pieces after the Dai-X had destroyed it from the inside and she had found herself floating through space in part of its wreckage. The weakened symbiont had taken over control of Makara and utilised the Thalian technology on board to build a life support unit for its counterpart. The defeat of The Imperial Master saw a new set of implanted instructions appear in the symbiont’s mind - They were to head for the nearest gravity well and sleep in the dark shadows of Sargasso. The great strategic mind of The Imperial Master always planned several moves ahead in his cosmic game of chess with the F01! 

‘Makara, I can feel the pain you are in. I can make it stop with just one word.’ said the Imperial master in a dread tone. Makara could not see who was addressing her, but she knew who he was and she did not like it one little bit. Her time spent in her sleep had awoken different perspectives. She’d had a life or two before the Imperial Master had perverted her; using her as his agent of evil. It wasn’t a question of morals as she felt there had been both good and evil inside her in the past, no! It was a question of choice and he had taken that away from her. ‘I... will not... say it!‘ was the wounded warrior’s response. She felt the pain inside increase and cried out. This wasn’t related to her injuries however as The Imperial Master, who was now in control of her symbiont was using its connection to her nervous system to torture her broken body.

‘Don’t be a fool Makara! Serve me and I will rebuild your pathetic frame and grant you what you desire the most... Revenge!’

‘Revenge?’ questioned Makara at first, before remembering the giant red beast that haunted her dreams. The Dai-X had done this to her! Piloted by Shiro Hagen and his lieutenants - John Lee, and, the one who delivered the ‘deathblow‘, Barry Hercules. If joining with the Imperial Master again meant a chance to avenge herself, maybe it was worth the sacrifice of her reborn memories. What use would these memories be anyway if she was dead?

‘How?’ whispered Makara.

‘A weak mind is about to break, leaving its powerful giant shell ripe for the taking. I grant this to you if you pledge yourself to me. Refuse, and you will die... Slowly!’

Makara wondered why The Imperial Master didn’t just take control of her via her symbiont. The truth was her symbiont had been permanently weakened trying to keep its counterpart alive. There was also the fact that the Imperial Master’s abilities weren’t as strong in the spirit form that he currently assumed. Still, there was no doubt in her mind that a slow painful death beckoned if she didn’t accept his offer.

‘What is the word Makara? Say it!’

Makara finally relented, ‘Yes!’

‘Good.’ was the evil spirit’s reply. Inside the pod, attachments started to disconnect, freeing Makara from her imprisonment. An invisible force elevated her body into the air and she floated out of a newly formed exit. Makara could now see the ghostly image of The Imperial Master for the first time; it reminded her of his holographic form that had terrorised her time and time again in the past. Before she could think about anything else she was hit by a beam of energy originating from the direction of the Master’s spirit. She was bathed in blinding light which caused pain to spread across the remains of her organic body. The Imperial Master went to work re-sculpting Makara’s battered exterior; mending bone and fusing metal attachments to it, while also, with the help of her symbiont, repressing any memories that might have re-surfaced during her time spent in Sargasso. He then completed the mental sculpture by amplifying her desire for revenge. In a few short minutes he was finished. ‘You are reborn!’ he bellowed! Makara had been miraculously brought back from near-death and now looked as she once did before her savage beating at the hands of the Dai-X.

‘I am grateful to you my master!’ She pulled out her blade, ‘My sword is yours!’

The Imperial Master gave out an evil cackle and explained his plan, ‘I have set a chain of events in motion that will lead to my eventual release from my ethereal prison, but there is an outside force that threatens my well laid plans. The Great Skull has slept for an age, but has now risen to thwart my destiny. You must remove this threat! Only then will I grant you the means to gain your revenge.’

The word revenge echoed in Makara’s mind, ‘Yes Imperial Master! He will be eliminated!’

‘You will need an appropriate vessel for your mission.’ growled the evil master’s voice in a low bass tone. His spirit surveyed the battle cruiser wreckage. The makeshift pod constructed by Makara's symbiont would provide a good base of raw Thalian material to fashion into a more fitting vessel for his reborn emissary. The Imperial Master’s spirit flew into the pod as quick as lightening. The Thalian wreckage soon started to glow white hot and began reshaping itself; drawing in various parts from nearby shipwrecks to supplement the main Thalian building block. A hull was formed and then a few twists and turns later masts sprouted out of the main structure. From these masts, large metal sails unfurled and connected themselves to booms which were simultaneously being sculpted out of the molten metal. In a few short dazzling minutes The Imperial Master had finished his masterpiece. His drained spirit departed the shining vessel which instantly cooled down from its previous white-hot condition. 'Behold!' boomed the Imperial Master, 'The Bloody Mary!' A more than apt name for this vessel, for in the past Makara had infamously been referred to by this moniker, among other equally imposing titles. Makara pondered the long delirious voyage of her splintered mind that had just come to an end, the Imperial Master hadn’t been completely successful. ‘Mary!’ she thought to herself. That name seemed to be significant; like an echo from across time and space. There were questions that needed to be answered regarding her past, but they would have to wait, as there was the matter of an overriding desire for revenge on those responsible for her near death experience.

Before Makara now floated a 40 foot long beautifully sinister Thalian version of the Skull’s sailing ship. Makara floated over to the vessel and planted her feet onto the deck. The ship could project a controllable gravitational field at her mind’s command; it could even generate a life supporting oxygen bubble, not that Makara required air to live. The only thing that she lived for now was revenge! She would happily do the Imperial Master’s bidding if it allowed her to exact a slow and painful vengeance against the crew of X-Bomber and that giant metal monster of theirs. ‘You have your mission, Makara. Destroy The Great Skull and I will see to it that you have the means to take your revenge on those accursed humans!’ Bellowed the spirit of evil. Just ahead of Makara’s ship an eerie red warp gate formed. ’This will take you to the sector of space that he is currently travelling through. ‘Hunt him down! Kill him Makara! ’ Makara Bowed, ‘By your divine guidance!’ With just the power of thought she sent her sailing ship through the warp gate. The Imperial Master’s spirit, now weakened by all of the energy he had expended, could slowly feel himself being sucked back into the ethereal realm. As his spirit faded he gave out a final maniacal laugh. His plan was proceeding perfectly.

Chapter 13

PLANETARY ASSAULT

A gate of pure light opened in the darkness of space and from it emerged X-Bomber and its escort of X-Fighters. The journey had been instantaneous; one second they had been in the depths of Sargasso the next they had been spat out into the dark void of the Thalian Zone. It was actually hard to tell where one ended and the other began as The Thalian Zone seemed to be devoid of all star light, however the crushing gravity of Sargasso had ceased and X-Bomber's power system's were slowly returning to normal so they were out of danger, for the time being.

A few millitons ahead lay their target known as the so-called: ‘Lost World of the Ancients’ by some, but designated by Star Fleet Command for the purposes of this mission as Gelma 2. The small fleet of ships that had vacated the now closed warp gate remained stationary. Energy supplies needed to return to normal and a tactical plan of action was required to be formulated. They had found their planet, but who or what would they encounter on its surface and how would they find them?

‘Ok that was fun! Let’s not do that again in a hurry though eh guys? said Lee in his comically sarcastic tone.

‘You can say that again, Lee!’ agreed Hercules. ‘That’s twice now we’ve escaped Sargasso by the skin of our teeth. We’re tempting fate here!’

‘I am speechless. I must re-check my computations as for once I seem to be in full agreement with Lieutenant Hercules.’ blurted PPA.

‘Knock it off you guys, we made it in one piece. Lamia didn’t let us down!’ said Shiro, who for a brief moment in Sargasso had thought that Lamia might have indeed forsaken them. ‘Father, Gelma 2 is four millitons away. What’s our next move?’

Professor Hagen pondered the question. He had found of late that he was being asked more military questions than scientific ones. He had completed basic training in his academy days, like everyone else who wanted to serve with Star Fleet Command, but his incredible scientific abilities guaranteed his path would be an academic one. Truth be told he would have made a good Commander, maybe even a General if he had chosen to take the military path. Now the fates had conspired to place him in just such a position. All those games of chess with General Kyle had paid off and the Professor possessed a solid strategic mind to complement his other more well known abilities.

‘Shiro. Take Braincom and assume command of the X-Fighter wing. Fly towards Gelma 2 in a protective formation in advance of the X-Bomber. We don’t know what to expect, but this is the domain of the Imperial Master, so be vigilant, my son.’ said the Professor.

‘Yes Father.’ replied Shiro as he made his way to the docking car.

‘Hercules, Lee, mount the gun ports.’ said the Professor.

‘Yes sir!’ replied the two lieutenants although with differing levels of excitement.

‘PPA you’re with me. Monitor systems and be ready in case of a trap.’

‘Yes Professor Hagen.’ responded PPA in a proud electronic tone.

Professor Hagen had learned many things from his games of chess with General Kyle; one of those lessons was that an entire game can change with one move. Little did he know that the Imperial Master had already made his decisive move in this cosmic game of chess and that this particular game was indeed about to change.

Briancom launched from the underside of X-Bomber and took up a position well ahead of the main ship. The wing of X-Fighters then split into two groups and formed up in a diagonal formation either side of Shiro's Dai-fighter. Professor Hagen's garbled voice sounded in Shiro's cockpit. 'The lead is yours Shiro. Head to Gelma 2. Full quantum speed!' Shiro replied and launched his formation towards the direction of the planet with the X-Bomber following behind. The planet soon appeared in their sights, gradually growing larger as they neared it. Before Shiro could get a good look at the planet a searing electronic warning tone rang out in his cockpit. 'X-Squadron. We have multiple missiles inbound! Take evasive manoeuvres!’ called out Shiro to the small fleet he now spearheaded. The Imperial Master's planetary defence system that had remained idle, save for one rogue platform, when Arkama's battle cruiser had entered its gaze had now awoken. The X-Fighter squadron broke formation and prepared for the onslaught of missiles heading in their direction. The first missile struck one of the X-Fighters head on. The initial blast only damaged the fighter, but the explosion had released many smaller explosive pods which attached themselves to the star fighter and exploded; tearing the ship into thousands of pieces. Shiro looked to his left, another X-Fighter had been destroyed. To his right, Emma Steel had successfully shot down the missile that was locked onto her and was targeting another. 3 missiles had passed through the formation, though, and were now heading towards X-Bomber.

PPA raised the alarm. 'Professor we have 3 missiles closing in on our position!'

'PPA, adjust speed and direction. Give Hercules a clear shot!' ordered the Professor.

Hercules checked his gun-scope; he could see the 3 blips approaching. He squeezed the trigger, letting off a salvo of laser fire that destroyed the first missile, but the other two still remained and were closing quickly. He fired again, destroying the second, but the third and final one was coming in too fast. Hercules shouted to his crew mates, 'One's broken through people. Brace for impact!' The missile hit the underside of X-Bomber and exploded followed shortly after by many smaller explosions. X-Bomber shook all over, but was still intact. PPA gave a status report. 'We have sustained minor damage to the hull, but all systems are stable.' The crew of X-Bomber wondered how many more hits they could take before their situation became critical. Meanwhile ahead of them the depleted X-Fighter squadron had made it through the first wave of missiles. It had cost them dearly, though, and they had already lost five of their number due to the ferocity of the attack. They could now make out the origin of the missile salvo as the ominous sight of a dozen ancient weapon platforms faced them. Shiro gave the order for half of the remaining fighters to fall back and cover X-Bomber while he and the others took the fight to the weapon platforms. The X-Fighters came into their own in close quarter combat and were able to knock out a couple of platforms with some well aimed laser torpedoes. The weapons platforms were unable to obtain a missile lock on the attacking X-Fighters, so instead relied on short ranged bursts of super high velocity projectiles. These passed through the energy shielding of one X-Fighter, cutting it in half. The ancient, but powerful weapons onboard these platforms represented the Gelma Empire in its prime. They weren’t as sophisticated as a laser torpedo or as devastating as a Delta laser, but they were never-the-less effective and a reminder to Human and Thalian alike not to underestimate so-called obsolete technology.

The battered X-Bomber prepared to make its way through the orbital blockade and into the planet’s atmosphere. The X-Fighters created a pathway for the X-Bomber to fly through, keeping the remaining ancient weapon platforms busy while it flew through a wall of flack. Superheated metal bombarded the ship, lacerating its metal frame, as it passed through the atmosphere. The great vessel had taken a considerable beating and now, with its engines on fire, prepared to make a crash landing on the planet’s surface. 



Chapter 14
CRASH LANDING

Flames spewed out of X-Bomber's main engines as it hurtled to the ground. The crew inside were fighting with the controls while PPA's drones tried to put out the fire that was raging in the rear of the ship. The console bound PPA was trying his utmost to restore systems that had gone off-line or become corrupted during the bombardment they had received from the ancient weapon platforms which left Professor Hagen, Lee and Hercules having to try and land X-Bomber the old fashioned way.

'Hercules, fire the retros!' called out the Professor behind his console. 'Short bursts, 2 seconds apart. Lee! bring our nose up 20 degrees! PPA, how are the engines?'

'We have contained the fire, Professor, but the engines are badly damaged and are currently off-line!' squeaked the emotional android.

'Off-line?!' growled Hercules 'What are we meant to do, glide her in?'

'Yes Hercules, exactly!' Professor Hagen tapped a few keys on his keyboard and called up an ancient automated flight program. 'PPA, access archive file 020034 and execute.'

'Bur sir this is madness these computations derive from The Ancient Archive. The code is over a 1000 years-old, surly we can't entrust our lives to such primitive commands.' squealed PPA, who for a perfectly programmed android was starting to, as Barry Hercules would say: flip his lid.

'Execute the file PPA! We have no time to waste!' retorted a slightly annoyed Professor.

'Yeah, do as you're told, bucket head!' shouted Hercules who had little time for niceties at the present moment or indeed at any other moment where PPA was concerned.

All through this chaos, John Lee had remained silent as he fought to keep the X-Bomber from nose-diving into the alien rock below, but he felt the time had come to express himself. ‘W-W-Whatever we’re gonna do we better do it now! Impact in 30 seconds!’ The program was executed and the main screen which was home to PPA’s virtual self flickered and rebooted. PPA’s image returned, but his new appearance took on board the aesthetics of what Earth historians had come to term as '8-bit graphics'. In fact the entire ship was now being flown on auto-pilot with a fraction of the most basic computing power. No one in their right mind would ever think of gliding a space vehicle the size of X-Bomber to a landing in the 31st century, but thanks to a primitive program from The Ancient Archive which Professor Hagen had made sure was stored in X-Bomber’s memory banks they were now doing what their intrepid ancestors had done in the past.

‘Hey Guys, It’s working! The new program has bypassed the corrupted systems, but it’s still going to be a bumpy landing!’

‘Everybody strap yourselves in and brace for impact!’ Instructed Professor Hagen as the X-Bomber neared its designated makeshift landing strip. The downgraded PPA had found a relatively flat area for them to land, but the terrain was still very rocky and there was the added danger that if they didn't stop in time they would fall into the deep chasm at the end of the landing zone.

'20 seconds and counting!' called out Lee after peering at his monitor. They were nearing the 'runway' now, but their approach was still dangerously fast.

'Lee, keep the nose up!' ordered the Professor. 'Hercules, open the landing tracks!'

'Yes sir! Landing tracks opening!' replied Hercules.

Compartments opened in the two rear pylons as well as the central one located underneath X-Bomber, revealing large tank-tracked landing gears. Professor Hagen had decided to install these after studying the flight logs of the X-Bomber, where he found that the vessel had a history of crash landings on rocky surfaces. It seemed to be a wise move as once again X-Bomber was in that very same predicament.

'10 seconds!' said Lee in a tense voice. The hydraulic landing tracks were close to touching down on the rocky surface of the moon, but they were still coming in far to fast!

‘Touchdown!’ shouted Lee in a modulated tone as the X-Bomber shook violently on greeting Gelma 2’s hard surface. They had landed successfully, but were now battling to slow the fast moving vehicle down before they ran out of runway.

‘Hercules, full retros!’ instructed the Professor, still able to keep his cool while being buffeted around. Hercules complied, which slowed the ship down, but they now were dangerously close to the end of the airstrip.

‘This is gonna be close!’ grimaced Hercules as the crew of X-Bomber closed their eyes and hoped for a miracle.

The ship ground to a halt with the nose of the craft overlooking the great chasm below. Hercules was the first to open his eyes as he witnessed the hellish scene out of X-Bomber's window panels and exclaimed. ’Have we died and gone to hell!’

‘Hercules, taxi us back to a... er, safer position.’ commanded a startled Professor Hagen who, while relieved to be alive, was quite staggered at the hellishly bleak environment they now found themselves in. They had all been too busy checking their consoles to notice the inhospitable nature of this planet as they had tried to land the X-Bomber. It now started to dawn on them that their crash landing was the easy part. Survival, in this desperate god-forsaken place looked to be a much harder task.

A bolt of lightening hit the ground in the near distance and produced a clap of thunder that almost knocked John Lee off of his seat. ‘Whoa! W-W-What was that?!’

PPA was happy to explain to the young Lieutenant that it was a bolt of energy released from the dark clouds above. He then went into great detail on the regularity of such an occurrence on this planet.

At that moment, and much to the relief of John Lee, who had grown bored of PPA's long speech, Shiro’s garbled voice blurted over X-Bombers com-link. ‘Hey guys, everyone in one piece?’ Shiro, Emma and the remnants of the X-Fighter wing had finished destroying the weapon platforms in their arrival sector and were now closing on X-Bombers position.

‘Shiro! Thank the gods! Yes we are all fine here although X-Bomber needs some repairs.’ replied Professor, relieved that his son had survived the onslaught of the ancient weapon platforms.

Braincom and the 11 surviving X-Fighters landed around X-Bomber’s position. Their small fleet had already taken heavy losses, without even a glimpse of their still unknown adversary. They all wondered what would happen next as they put on their environmental suits and made their way to the damaged X-Bomber for an emergency briefing. 



Chapter 15
TRAGIC REVELATION

Shin Darrow's lifeless body somersaulted through the murky depths of space. His form was now composed of metal and ice with very little to suggest that he had ever been human.

Flashback to three days before on Earth where Shin had appropriated the prototype of the Dai-Z for his obsessive crusade against the Imperial Alliance. With the power of Earth’s latest super-weapon at his command and a newfound insight, he had decided to seek out the heart of darkness that was the power-centre of the Thalian raiders and vanquish it once and for all.
He was certain that the Thalian Zone and the planet Gelmar were connected to an invisible web that stretched out throughout the galaxy; this web contained all the evil that existed in the universe and he was going to travel to the centre to unravel it.

Shin had gone to great lengths in order to be able to carry out his plan.
Shin had lied.
Shin had stolen.
Shin had murdered!

The unfortunate EDF technician, Verne McDonald had been killed by Shin for knowing too much. Shin hadn’t seen his actions as evil. McDonald was an obstacle in Shin’s desire to rid the universe of evil so therefore that made McDonald evil too.

Shin was insane!

Shin had been aware of the mission going to the Thalian Zone, but the voices in his head assured him that this was a decoy to keep the remaining Thalian Invaders at bay so he would be free to assault the source of their evil power.
Shin had received a lot of council from the voices inside his head. Often the enlightenment was so vivid Shin had felt that he had been transported elsewhere to receive commandments from a benevolent god.

Shin had been deceived!

Shin’s family had been killed during the F01 campaign which had effected him greatly. His mental health became erratic, but he was a brilliant young scientist who was needed in a time of war so his mental frailties were overlooked and he was assigned to Z-Project under the wing of the legendary Professor Hagen. Shin’s desire to rid the universe of the Thalian threat drove him on and would often result in him engaging in reckless actions.
The voices had begun on Mars, but these whispers did not all belong to Shin’s conscious self. An outside force had managed to penetrate Shin’s fractured mind and subtly, over a period of time, implant ideas and knowledge pertaining to the Thalian threat. Shin had not so much been brainwashed, as manipulated by this outside force.
Shin met his destiny.

Shin had flown the Dai-Z to the Necros System, almost delirious in the knowledge that the final battle between good and evil was about to take place there and he would be the one victorious! The saviour of the universe!
He was met by a large Imperial fleet, consisting of a Kathaar Battle Cruiser, two smaller Imperial frigates and a swarm of Imperial fighters.
The battle was unusually swift as Shin despatched squadron after squadron of Imperial fighters in his Dai-Z star fighter mode, before engaging Dai-Z Transformation and making short work of the two Imperial frigates with Dai-Z’s bare metallic hands.
Shin finished the job with a concentrated delta laser blast from the single eye of the Dai-Z’s head. This cut the Imperial Battle Cruiser into two and caused a series of explosions in each piece of the ship that splintered it into further smaller pieces.

Shin had defeated an Imperial fleet, but this was not his main concern. He now awaited the arrival of the ultimate evil.
Space began to bend and a large glowing image appeared and solidified into a familiar and infamous being.

The Imperial Master now stood in front of Shin. This was his ultimate adversary? But he was dead surely, or at the very least incapacitated by the F01. Whatever. If this was the core of all evil, he would be finally and decisively beaten this day.

‘I have been waiting for you Shin.’ boomed the Imperial Master ‘Do you really think you can stop me?’ he cackled.

‘I will stop you!’ cried out Shin, ‘I will be the one that ends your reign of terror for good!’

The Imperial Master continued to laugh, ‘Who for? Yourself? The Earth? Or your...family?’

Shin screamed at The Imperial Master’s mention of his slain family and let out an uncontrolled blast from the Dai-Z’s Delta Laser. It, however, harmlessly passed through the Imperial Master as though he wasn’t there.

‘Hahahahaha! Don’t you realise Shin? You cannot defeat an idea!’ said the Imperial Master as a second stronger Delta Laser blast passed through his body again.

Inside the Dai-Z lights were starting to flicker and certain functions had become corrupted. Shin thought back to his time on Mars. This had happened before! He remembered how the Delta Laser’s Thalian technology had tried to meld with him on the Martian firing range. He sent out a third and final blast from the Delta Laser, but he now realised the full horror of his situation.
‘You cannot defeat me like this, Shin, for I am only a figment of your imagination.’ said The Imperial Master.

And Indeed he was. As was the Imperial fleet he had just recently defeated so efficiently.

The Imperial Master was the outside force that had invaded Shin’s troubled mind all those months ago. In the Imperial Master’s weakened state he needed someone he could manipulate with the slightest of suggestion who would become very important in his master plan to return to the corporeal plane and rule it.

Shin recoiled in horror and disgust as he realised what he had been driven to do. He had killed an innocent in order to save the universe, but he now realised the poor engineer’s death would forever be in vain. ‘Captain Carter must have felt like this once.’ Shin thought to himself. The Imperial Master’s subtle corruption had been every bit as efficient as a memory dissimulator, although Shin had been a much easier target than most.

Wires and cables started to attach themselves to Shin’s body as the Thalian technology within the Delta Laser started to corrupt and assimilate the Dai-Z and Shin in turn.

‘So now you finally understand? You are a mere pawn in the great game. And you are about to be sacrificed!’ said The Imperial Master

Shin was now half covered with wires and circuitry, but there was still a small part of Shin’s mind that still existed behind all the alien metal.

‘You are wrong!’ said Shin in a weakened voice. ‘If you exist in my mind, then I can defeat you!’ and with that Shin summoned all his remaining physical and mental strength to bypass the corrupted systems and open the canopy. The air of the filled canopy was sucked out into the vacuum of space along with the remaining air that had been present in Shin’s lungs. Shin’s last memory was of a defeated Imperial Master fading back into space. It was a tragic and twisted end to the poor scientist’s life as The Imperial Master was anything but defeated as he now possessed a powerful earth-based super-weapon which was to become a prize for his emissary.

With Shin dead, the now corrupted Dai-Z ejected his half machine body into space where it travelled on it’s final journey.

Flashing forward two days later we find ourselves at the beginning of this tragic tale.
Shin’s spirit is at rest now and his physical remains are about to be scattered across the universe as his Icy body is pierced by a piece of space debris causing it to explode into millions of tiny fragments of ice and metal.

Not everyone can be a hero it seems and some, no matter their best intentions, are destined to be villains.

Rest in pieces Shin Darrow. 

Chapter 16
THE GREAT SKULL

The Great Skull stood on the deck of his Space Galleon and stared into space. He had been awoken once more to carry out yet another mission for the ancients. How many of these missions had he undertaken previously? He no longer remembered. 
A short period of time had passed since he had risen once more from his state of hibernation and his mind was clear of the fog that was always present after reawakening from one of his long slumbers. 

This would be as good as it would get though, in regard to his piece of mind, for even now he could hear the quiet whisperings of his symbiotic counterparts. By the end of this mission those whispers will have become screams, rendering this poor ancient warrior insane once more; forcing him to sleep for yet another age in order to recover from the mental turmoil of living with seven other personalities. This was the curse of the Great Skull.

'The ssssseven are together once more. Mending what was or will be broken.' whispered one voice.

'Yessss, from the seven we are one.' said another in hushed tones.

‘We exist for the force zero one.’ said a third voice.

Three others voices also quietly conversed with themselves with matters pertaining to the cosmos and their existence within it, while a seventh began to talk to The Great Skull directly.

'How are you feeling sir?' said the crystal face of The Great Skull's eye patch.

'You don't have to call me sir.' said The Great Skull.

'How are you feeling Great Skull?' said the crystal eye patch.

'No, my skull is far from great.' said The Great Skull, giving out a little chuckle at his jape.

'I do not think I totally understand sir.' said the crystal eye patch, 'Is this another one of those "jokes" that you have previously referred to?'

'Yes my friend. A joke. Much like my life. A sick, twisted, joke.' said The Great Skull.

'Your life has had immense meaning and will continue to do so!' said the crystal eye patch, 'I am sorry that you have had to endure so much pain on our missions together, but you are the chosen one. The only one who could possibly handle such a heavy burden.'

'Yes, a life with the ancients is certainly never quiet, that much is for certain, but at least you can have long naps in between breakdowns.' said The Great Skull.

'Another "joke" sir?' enquired the crystal eye patch.

'Yes, my friend. A "joke".' said The Great Skull with a slight smile on his face, but a sadness in his eye.

Shin Darrow had suffered terribly from mere suggestion by one that had been touched by the ancients. This paled into utter insignificance, though, compared with the trials that The Great Skull had had to endure, shackled to seven of the ancient order for eons.
The difference between the two was that the man that had become The Great Skull had always been a hero. He had been pure of heart and possessed the most incredible mind imaginable and even after countless cycles of madness then rest in his second life as The Great Skull, was yet to be broken, and still the hero the ancients always believed he was and would be.

The Great Skull possessed seven symbiotic entities. These were ancient energy beings that now resided in seven items on his person. The first and quietest of the seven, is found in his eye patch. Five others each lived in skull shaped rings on his right gauntlet. The final being lived in the skull shaped hilt of his sword. These 6 beings continually whispered to each other and on occasion provided guidance to The Great Skull. Unfortunately, over time the whispering turns into screaming which is sent directly into the mind of The Great Skull. His eye patch is able to filter out much of the mental noise, but eventually it is too much and it to, joins in the manic chorus of the six other energy beings, which eventually drives The Great Skull into a forced hibernation to prevent permanent madness.

The Great Skull’s sword started to sniff and flew into his hand.

‘Great Skull, sir! sniff, sniff, I sense something, sniff, sniff, a ship!’ said the sword.

‘A ship?’ said The Great Skull, but before he could say another word a sailing ship much like his own jumped out of hyperspace and appeared in front of his vessel. A hatch opened and a beautiful woman who was half machine hovered out and gracefully landed on The Great Skull’s deck.

The Great Skull adopted a combat stance. The sword in his hand was growling and hissing.

‘Sniff, sniff, I smell the scent of the ancientssssssssssss.’ said the sword.

‘I don’t wish to fight you fair maiden. What might your name be?’ said The Great Skull, looking at her own eye patch which was similar to his own. He couldn’t help, but think that there was something familiar about this woman.

The woman gave her opposite a stern look. She too thought that there was something familiar about the man standing in front of her, but paid it no further mind as she started to speak.

‘My name is Commander Makara, emissary of the Imperial Master. This is my ship, The Bloody Mary. And I am here to put an end to your life!’ Makara pulled her sword out of its scabbard and screamed. ‘On Guard!’ 



Chapter 17
DUEL

the clashing of blades could be clearly heard on board the deck of The Great Skull despite its static position in outer space. The artificial gravitational bubble projected by the ship allowed sound to travel, but not too far. And so each blade hit made an unnatural robotic sound as the clashing sounds of metal on metal rebounded off the walls of the small atmospheric area they fought in.

Makara had removed her cloak prior to making her way over to The Great Skull which had allowed her to fight in a completely uninhibited manner. She performed dazzling displays of acrobatics as she looked for an opening to deliver a killing blow on The Great Skull.

The fully and armoured and cloaked Great Skull, although not as agile as his Imperial adversary, was more than holding his own though, almost knowing in advance what move Makara was going to make next.

'You are good with a blade my dear.' said The Great Skull. 'But I implore you to stand down. I have no time for these kind of games.'

Makara was incensed.

'Don't mock me Skull!' snarled Makara. 'Do you think this a game?'

While parrying Makara's blow, The Great Skull's sword also offered his opinion to the Imperial Emissary.

'Sniff, sniff...touched by the ancients you are.' said the sword, 'But you are no match for us! Sniff, sniff...your blade is strong...sniff, sniff...forged in the fiery pits of Gelma. But our armour is impervious to its foul stench!'

Makara's sword had survived the destruction of the Imperial Battle cruiser and had been by her side all those long months in her near-death state in the makeshift life pod. It was made from one of the strongest metals in existence, but it would not be strong enough to penetrate The Great Skull's enchanted armour.

'Maybe so.' said Makara as The Great Skull proved this by allowing her blade to impact harmlessly on the surface of his breast plate. 

'Well, if I can't have your heart.' said Makara with a twisted smile, 'I'll just have to settle for your head!'

She let out a scream and swung her sword in the direction of The Great Skull's unprotected area just above his neck guard. Her attack was lightening fast, but The Great Skull's sword deflected the attack in time.
The rings on The Great Skull's gauntlet started to chatter to themselves over Makara’s near miss.

'I told you we should have made him a full suit of armour. said one ring, He'll lose his head one day, you mark my wordssss!'

'He insssssisted that his face not be covered. said another ring, 'He has a fondness for hissss beard!'

'What use will facial hair be to him, without a body?' said another ring.

The Skull's eye patch had been quiet. It had sensed something about the woman they were fighting. She was related to the seven in some way. Her spirit had certainly crossed paths with them at some point in time he felt.

'This woman is dangerous and clearly deranged, Great Skull.' said the crystal eye patch, 'Now is not the time for this!'

The symbiotic eye patch could control all of the systems on The Great Skull’s ship and with a single thought he decreased the gravitational energy bubble‘s size so that it now only surrounded Makara. He in turn intensified the gravitational strength of the field which brought Makara to her knees.

‘Yield, warrior woman!’ said The Great Skull, impressed by her fighting skills and her beauty, if he was to be honest with himself. ‘I say we call a truce, shake hands and be on our way. What say thee?’

Makara grimaced at the crushing gravitational forces that were bearing down on her. They were increasing with each second.

‘No truce! No surrender! No mercy!’ said Makara as The Bloody Mary turned and fired a salvo of shots from its laser canons contained in the side bays of the ship. The blasts rocked The Great Skull causing the energy field that surrounded Makara to disappear. Makara had called the attack by the power of her thoughts which were relayed via her own symbiont to The Bloody Mary. With another quick thought she extended the area of her own ship’s gravitational bubble allowing her to perform an astounding back flip back to her own vessel where she landed in the seat of her deck gun.
She maniacally laughed as she let loose with a burst of rapid laser-fire from her twin mounted deck guns. The laser blasts found their target and knocked The Great Skull to the deck floor. He was unharmed, but the wind was knocked out of him somewhat, as well as his pride being ever so slightly dented. 

‘The time for games have ended!’ said the crystal eye patch, ‘We must leave now! We have a mission to complete!’

‘Yes my friend, you are right of course!’ said The Great Skull as he made his way into his ship, rushing over to an unusual looking console.
The Great Skull reached to turn a dial that would resume their trip through hyperspace, stopping in this part of space had been a mistake it would seem. Before he could turn that particular dial though, his ship was rocked by another salvo from The Bloody Mary’s laser cannons. He finally turned the dial, but nothing happened. 

‘The hyper drive is not working!’ said The Great Skull.

‘Something does not seem right.’ said the crystal eye patch, ‘It is as if the fates have decreed that we are not meant to leave this place yet!’

On The Bloody Mary, Makara was enjoying herself immensely, sending wave after wave of laser cannon fire over to the now badly damaged Great Skull. Makara leapt from her deck gun and jumped to the front of her ship. She changed the direction of her vessel so that the many pointed spikes and pylons situated at the front of her ship now faced The Great Skull. These started to glow and were building up with lethal energy.

‘Goodbye, Great Skull!’ said Makara, ‘It has been a memorable battle!’

And with that The Bloody Mary unleashed a massive lightening energy blast which on hitting The Great Skull caused a blinding flash which lasted only a few seconds, but seemed like an eternity.


Once the light had dissipated, there was no sign of The Great Skull.

‘Imperial Master our foe is vanquished!’ called out Makara in ecstatic delight.

Makara’s eye patch’s lips started to move, but the voice that came out was unmistakably that of the Imperial Master.

‘You have done well Makara!’ said The Imperial Master, ‘The threat of The Great Skull has ended! Now, as I promised...your reward...’

A now familiar warp gate opened in space in front of Makara, depositing her prize and then fading quickly back into space.

Makara’s face lit up. ‘How delicious!’

Before her stood the giant half corrupted Dai-Z which the Imperial Master had mercilessly taken from Shin Darrow. There was still some of the familiar paint scheme of the Dai series, but half of the mechanoid was now covered in the green/blue hue of the Imperial Alliance.
‘Your reward awaits you Makara!’ said The Imperial Master.

Makara propelled herself in the direction of the Dai-Z’s cockpit. On reaching it she positioned herself into the pilots seat which was covered in wires and circuitry. 

Suddenly Makara’s eye patch began to glow which in turn re-started the corrupted systems in the Dai-Z. The Thalian technology onboard resumed its process of assimilation, as wires and circuitry started to infect the rest of the earth-based mecha.

Soon the Dai-Z had completed it’s transformation and now possessed the green/blue colour scheme of the Imperial Alliance, with areas picked out in golden coloured circuits and wires. A few further aesthetic changes had been made, one in particular was in honour of this mecha’s new owner.
The Dai-Z’s head unit now possessed 6 golden protruding horns, just like Makara’s warrior helmet. 

‘Behold! The Delta-Z!’ Exclaimed The Imperial Master.

A hatch opened in the Delta-Z’s arm and passed a cylinder to its metallic fist. The Delta-Z raised its arm and a giant sword was quickly etched and solidified into its hand.

‘By your divine guidance!’ said the metallic voice of The Delta-Z as it raised its sword above its head.

‘Now Makara, you are to go to the Zeta system.’ said the Imperial Master, ‘We will need the help of an old acquaintance of yours when I am reborn. Complete this mission, Makara and I will lead you to the Dai-X!’

Overjoyed with her prize, Makara agreed. The duel with The Great Skull had re-invigorated her. She looked forward to her eventual revenge and the centuries of galactic conquests that awaited her after. 



Chapter 18
STATE OF PLAY

A full blown battle of wills had now erupted in the once peaceful ethereal realm. The F01 and the Imperial Master had made their moves on the corporeal battle field, but through great cunning and foresight, The Imperial Master had crept out of the shadows and was now on an equal footing with his former captor.

'You will never win!' said the F01, 'The power of good will always triumph!'

'That is exactly why you will fail, Lamia!' said The Imperial Master, 'The universe is far more than just a playground for good and evil. I intend to return to the corporeal plane and bring back order through savage rule, with you by my side as my memory dissimulated slave!'

The Imperial Master had set into motion a contingency plan long ago when he had first been aware of the threat the benevolent ancients had posed and their mission, with the aid of The Great Skull, in helping to fulfil the prophesy of the F01.

Arkama and in particular his symbiotic counterpart were now doing the bidding of The Imperial Master on the The Lost Planet of the Ancients. He had encoded a set of instructions in Arkama’s eye patch symbiont. Instructions that would be triggered in the event of The Imperial Master’s death or exile from the corporeal plane. 

Arkama’s symbiont memories were all fabricated!

There was no Lost Planet of the Ancients and it had never been his home!

However, there was power to be found on the planet referred to as Gelma 2 by the humans, or rather a threat to be released.

The clouded thoughts of Arkama’s symbiont was also the work of the Imperial Master, but now with The Great Skull gone and all his pieces in position it was time to remove this blindfold and allow his pawn to find ‘The Temple of the Ancients‘.

‘At last!’ said Arkama’s symbiont on the bridge of the Kathaar battle cruiser, ‘The location of The Temple of the ancients has returned to me. It is far from our current position, and a treacherous journey inside this planet awaits, but the great power of the ancients will soon be in our grasp!’

‘Good!’ said Captain Arkama, ‘We are nearly out of scouts.’ Arkama had widened the search for The Temple of the Ancients by sending out termoid scout units, both on land and in the air, but contact had been lost with every unit.

This world was treacherous! Evil lurked everywhere, unseen.

With the veil lifted by the Imperial Master, this in turn revealed to the F01 the nature of the threat the universe was now in. She now knew of Arkama and his symbiont's mission and where they were now heading.



--- --- ---



On board the X-Bomber, an emergency briefing was in full swing. Professor Hagen explained to the small group of crew members and X-Fighter pilots the extent of the mess they were now in.

‘Our situation is dire, but our mission must be completed no matter what the cost!’ said Professor Hagen.

A note of dissension could be heard in the ranks of the X-Fighter pilots, with one voice in particular more vocal than the others.

‘With all due respect, Prof.’ said Emma Steel, ‘Who or what are we actually here for. I’m getting really sick and tired of losing friends and family on the whim of the F01.’

The rest of the fighter pilots agreed and backed up their newest comrade. Hercules grinned, he liked Emma’s style, while John Lee spat out his cookie in shock.

PPA and Shiro on the other hand were in-sensed.

‘Space Pilot Steel!’ said Shiro sternly, taken aback by Emma’s outburst.

‘You will address the Professor in the proper manner.’ bleeped one of PPA’s drones, ‘You have clearly spent too much time with Lieutenant Hercules!’

The Professor was motionless through all of this bickering with a blank look in his eyes. Shiro and the others soon realised something was up.

‘Father!’ shouted Shiro.

Professor Hagen snapped out of his trance. Lamia had been in contact with him again.

A plan was soon formulated, which included a few hours of sleep for everyone. Nerves were frayed and emotions were high through lack of rest.

The fate of Universe would have to wait for a few hours.

Chapter 19

DAY OF THE TERMOIDS

The X-Fighter wing led by Shiro Hagen in Braincom had just set off on their mission to stop the renegade Imperial Alliance Captain from opening a Pandora's box. Thanks to Lamia's mystical insight which was passed onto Professor Hagen, their enemy and its location was now known to them. Arkama was in command of a Kathaar battle cruiser, but it was now run with a skeleton crew of Termoids as most of his troopers, fighters and land craft had been expended in the search for The Temple of the Ancients. There was now only Arkama and a crew of 40 or so Termoid troopers in a ravaged Imperial battle cruiser to contend with, although the X-Fighter wing itself was far from functioning at full capacity, with most of the fighters damaged in some way.

The plan was to intercept Arkama, before he reached The Temple of the Ancients. This would give the Professor, John Lee, Hercules and PPA the time they needed to repair the X-Bomber and make a risky atmospheric quantum jump to their current position.
Hercules was none too pleased with this arrangement, though; he wanted to be out there in Mainbody along with the others.

'I don't like this!' said Hercules 'There's action-a-plenty waiting on the other side of this rock and I'm stuck here in the engine room with fluttering heaps of scrap metal!'

'Tisk, charming as always Lieutenant Hercules!' said PPA, 'The Professor's plan is well conceived. If the X-Fighter squadron fail in their mission the X-Bomber must be ready to thwart Captain Arkama's plans'

John Lee suddenly emerged from a hatch in the engine room floor wearing a yellow hard hat with his name on the front.

'I wonder what is actually inside the temple that he's looking for?' said John Lee.

'I don't think even Lamia knows for certain.' said Hercules, 'But if it's got her spooked, then there's no telling what kind of trouble the universe is in store for if Shiro and the rest of them can't stop this Imperial creep.'

On the bridge, Professor Hagen was deep in thought. He had just sent his son on a deadly mission, along with his friends and comrades because of his daughter's revelation to him. 
What he hadn't mentioned to anyone yet was Lamia's mental state when he had conversed with her. She looked like she had been in a war; so frail. Her spirit was weakened and that could only mean that The Imperial Master was growing in power.
She had told him that she believed The Imperial Master was plotting something for all of them and it was all linked to The Temple of the Ancients.
She also told him about Shin's death. She would not have known at all in her current state had The Imperial Master not gloated about it to her. She could tell he wasn't lying when he told her he had driven him to murder. She desperately wanted to keep this burden from her Father, but the meeting of minds was a two way street and so the Professor learned of Shin's tragic fate and it had broken his heart.

The professor's turmoil was suddenly suspended, however, as warning sirens sounded across the ship.

'Proximity alert! Proximity alert!' blurted PPA, 'Multiple life forms converging on our position!'

'Bring up the main view screen, PPA.' said the Professor.

At that moment John Lee and Hercules ran onto the bridge and joined the Professor. They all looked at the view screen in shocked astonishment.

Hundreds of half termite, half humanoid life forms were closing in on their position from every direction.

'Termoids!' said one of PPA's drones, 'Or at least what appears to be the organic precursor to them, judging by life scans.'

'What's the order Prof?' said Hercules 'These things don't look at all friendly. I say we shoot first and ask questions later!'

'I concur with Lieutenant Hercules, Professor!' said PPA, 'There is nothing benevolent to be found on this planet, Professor? Professor?!'

The Professor snapped out of his trance. He hadn't been in contact with any ethereal beings this time. The burden of command was taking its toll on the brilliant mind of Professor Hagen. In his mind, he believed that he was responsible for Shin's fate and now maybe he had just sent his son off to his death too.

'Professor Hagen!' called John Lee, but the Professor was unable to reply.

Hercules saw the incoming termoids and decided it was time to take charge.

'Lee, take the right gun port! said Hercules, quickly putting on an environmental suit, 'PPA! Patch yourself into the other gun ports. That should cover our front and side flank positions.'

'Where are you going Hercules?' said John Lee.

Hercules picked up a laser rifle, 'Outside!' he said.

'Not without us you're not!' said several PPA drones that had converged in front of Hercules.

Hercules smiled, 'Ok guys, let's go bag us some Thalian creepoids!'

A massive fire-fight ensued with dozens of termoids cut to pieces instantly by a web of laser fire originating from X-Bomber's position. Between the gun ports' protection of the front and side flanks and Hercules and the PPA's defence of the rear, they were just about holding their own, but their energy packs wouldn't last forever and there seemed to be a never ending supply of termoids crawling out of the planet's crust.

'Lee, how's the front holding up!' said Hercules into his helmet-mic.

'We're keeping them at bay, but power's down to half!' said Lee. 'Also, I don't know where the Professor has gone!'

'Make every shot count, Lee!' growled Hercules, despatching a termoid at point blank range with a well aimed laser blast to it's head causing it to explode in a shower of green slime.

The rear flank was slowly being over-run by the termite creatures. despite the best efforts of Hercules and his android deputies.
An explosion was heard to Hercules’ right as one of PPA’s drones who had just been over-run by termoids self destructed taking a large group of them with him. 
The other drones followed suit, thinning out the ranks of the marauding termoids.
A proud Hercules checked the energy level meter on his laser rifle.

‘Damn, out of ammo!’ he said, while crouching on the ground; using the butt of his rifle to crush another of the termoid’s skulls into a gooey mess.

‘Never thought it would end like this!’ he said as he watched the next group of termoids coming towards him.

Much to his surprise this wave started to explode one by one before it could reach him. the cause of these explosions was a hail of laser fire originating from behind Hercules.

Hercules turned his head to get a look at his saviour. Standing before him was an environmental suited Professor Hagen with laser rifle in tow.

‘Professor Hagen?!’ said Hercules, ‘where did you learn how to shoot like that?’

‘Star Fleet Academy.’ smiled Professor Hagen, ‘Come on Lieutenant, we need to get back inside the ship.’

Professor Hagen helped Hercules to his feet and they ran back to X-Bomber’s entry hatch.
They had managed to keep their termoid attackers at bay, but they were still coming thick and fast.
Back onboard, Professor Hagen closed his eyes and concentrated.

‘Lamia, hear me!’ he said, hoping that the connection with his ethereal daughter was truly a two way street. If ever they needed her power it was now.
A glowing sphere appeared above X-Bomber and inside a familiar ghostly figure of a women could be seen.

‘Creatures of this planet, I mean you no harm!’ said Lamia ‘Return to the ground below and let this killing cease.’ 

The termoids stopped in their tracks, hypnotised by both the appearance and the soothing words of the F01. They began to retreat and return to the planet from whence they came.
The glowing sphere also disappeared once all trace of the termoids had vanished.

On board the X-Bomber the crew breathed a sigh of relief. 

‘I still think Lamia should have wiped them out!’ said Hercules.

‘You know that’s not her way Hercules.’ said John Lee, ‘Remember the Planet of the Mon Mons?’

The Professor could only sit back in his seat and remember the warning Lamia had given him. Helping them again had weakened her further. The next time the F01 intervened in the matters of the corporeal plane would be her last! 


Chapter 20
CAPTURE

Captain Arkama looked at the holographic map that was projected in front of him on the bridge of his Imperial battle cruiser. A small pulsing area showed their destination - The Temple of the Ancients. The temple was located deep inside the planet in a vast chamber and a treacherous cavern passage led to this chamber from the surface of the planet.

Arkama wondered if this great power his symbiont spoke of was worth all of the military hardware they had expended. 

'Captain Arkama!' said one of his Termoid crew, 'Two Imperial fighters approaching!'

'Allow them to land!' hissed Arkama's symbiont, 'And bring them to me for debriefing!' continued Arkama, who wanted to know what had become of the countless search parties sent out and why these two fighters were the only ones who had so far returned.

The two Imperial fighters flew into the battle cruiser's landing bay and came to a halt. A reception committee awaited them in the form of a squad of armed Termoids. 

‘We are to escort you to Captain Arkama!’ said the squad in discordant unison.

The two fighters remained motionless with no response given to the squad’s request. One of the termoids took a scanning device from its utility belt and pointed it at the fighters.

‘Anomaly! Anomaly!’ screamed the termoid.

The image of the two imperial fighters flickered and faded and was replaced by the solid forms of Shiro Hagen’s Braincom and Emma Steel’s X-Fighter. A swivel mounted gun pod opened underneath the X-Fighter’s cockpit area.

‘Eat this!’ said Emma, as she cut the termoid squad into ribbons with rapid laser fire.

‘Well, so much for the stealthy approach!’ said Shiro.

‘Sorry, boss!’ smiled Emma, ‘They clocked us!’

‘No matter. The new FG circuits did their job.’ said Shiro, ‘We've got inside. now let’s find this madman!’

The two climbed out of their cockpits and pulled out their laser pistols as alarms started sounding throughout the ship.

‘Follow my lead Emma!’ said Shiro, ‘Remember your academy training. You’ve stormed this ship a thousand times before!’

‘Yes Captain!’ said Emma proudly, she could be a hothead at times and probably went to the same charm school as Barry Hercules, but when it came to Shiro there was nothing, but adoration. She would flirt and tease him at times, but on other occasions she could hardly breath when he walked into the room. She loved him.

On the bridge, chaos had ensued as a startled Captain Arkama watched the two intruders running amok in his hanger bay, via his view screen. He didn’t recognise the female, but the male was on the top of the Imperial Alliance’s hit-list.

‘Shiro Hagen!’ shouted Arkama, ‘He must have been made aware of our objective, but how?’ hissed the symbiont eye patch. 

Arkama turned to his command crew. ‘I want Hagen and his companion captured alive!’

Back in the hanger, Shiro and Emma had just despatched two more termoids. Shiro stopped for a moment and grabbed an object from his belt pack. It was a small metallic sphere with a similar paint scheme to PPA's drone units. Shiro held out the sphere in the palm of his hand.

'ID1, activate!' said Shiro

A bar of red light appeared on the surface of the sphere as it levitated above Shiro's out stretched palm.

'Find the ships central computer system and gain access!' said Shiro.

ID1 beeped a response and flew off.

Shiro and Emma ran out of the hanger and into a corridor, blasting a few more termoid troopers on the way. Emma rushed around the corner, but was pulled back by Shiro, saving her from a volley of stun bolts. A group of termoids had set up a gun emplacement, blocking the most direct route to the bridge.

'That was a close shave!' said Emma.

'There's something different about this ship.' said Shiro, 'Keep your wits about you!'

A lift cage suddenly emerged from the floor behind them and deposited a squad of termoids. Shiro and Emma had indeed been caught by surprise, but managed to turn around in time to take out two of the squad before being hit by a pair of stun bolts from the surviving members of the unit.
Shiro and Emma fell to the ground unconscious. Arkama's personally customised ship, which enabled him to despatch troopers practically anywhere, had caught the two intrepid heroes off guard. They were now prisoners of Captain Arkama.

Shiro awoke in the ships holding cell; his arms and legs were bound, but he was stood in an upright position. Two termoid troopers were standing guard over him while a cloaked figure walked into the cell area. Shiro gazed at the man attired in a similar fashion to Commander Makara.

'Captain Arkama I presume?!' said Shiro defiantly, although his voice was still a little weak from the effects of the stun bolt.

'Indeed!' said Captain Arkama, 'And you are the great Shiro Hagen. Responsible for the fall of the Imperial alliance, along with your friends.'

'Where's Emma!' said Shiro.

'Oh, your friend?' said Arkama's eye patch, 'She'ssss quite ssssafe... for now.'

Arkama walked closer to Shiro.

'Her continued safety is in your hands, Captain Hagen.' said Arkama, 'I won't lie to you, you are to be converted no matter what happens. You are far too valuable a warrior to merely execute. No, you are to be the first in a new order of Imperial officers who will serve under me - the supreme ruler of The New Alliance! Your friend though, Emma isn't it? She is of less value to me.'

'Don't you dare hurt her Arkama!' snarled Shiro.

'Ah, maybe more than just friendsssssss!' hissed Arkama's eye patch.

Arkama smiled, and called for a view screen to descend into the cell area. An unconscious Emma Steel could be seen strapped to a chair with a memory dissimulator unit hanging over her head.

'No!' screamed Shiro, who now truly realised what the young space pilot meant to him.

'I offer you a bargain.' said Arkama, 'Tell me who else is here with you and how you have come to know about this planet and our mission on it, and your friend will be converted along with yourself.' 

Arkama's symbiont's eyes started to burn bright red.

'Resisssst and I will sssssslowly and painfully wipe her mind completely!' hissed Captain Arkama's eye patch. 



Chapter 21 
ESCAPE

The Infiltration Droid: ID1 had been searching Captain Arkama's battle cruiser rigorously for a computer access port to exploit. Like Emma and Shiro, he was experienced with the inner workings of an Imperial battle cruiser, thanks to the captured Kathaar class ship that resided on Mars. But to his and both Shiro and Emma's dismay, the inner workings of this was quite unique, as if part of the ship was, or had been a living organism.

His search had been thus far fruitless, but the spherical droid's luck was about to change.
ID1 scanned a nearby console which was sending a large amount of information in Thalian code all across the ship. 'This was it!' his machine brain thought, but there was no point of access.
He decided he would make his own and so with a couple of discreet beeps and a whirl of motors, a drill unit appeared out of his front hatch. He flew over to the console and proceeded to place the tip of the drill on the surface of the console. The little drone unit started to emit Thalian algorithmic patterns through the drill bit, to conceal his presence, and slowly drilled into the console. Once a little of the way in, the Thalian circuitry started to attach itself to the drill bit. 
ID1 was now connected to the ship’s systems. He would only have a short time in control before he would have to purge, for fear of being totally corrupted by the Thalian technology.
He scanned the ship’s data banks and retrieved the mission logs. He then went onto part two of his mission. On completion of this the drone realised that something wasn’t quite right. The memory dissimulator had been primed and their were life forms in the prison area.
He hacked into the security camera system and saw his humanoid master in restraints along with space pilot steel strapped to a chair in the interrogation area. He knew what he had to do in the event that his master was detained. 

In the interrogation area, Emma Steel was coming around from the nasty sting of the stun bolt. Her head ached and she was alarmed to find herself strapped into a chair with a couple of termoids watching over her and a memory dissimulator unit hanging over her head.

‘W-W-What’s going on? Where am I? Shiro! Where are you?’ said Emma.

A evil voice sounded over the speaker system.

‘You are a prisoner of the Alliance, space pilot.’ said Arkama, ‘Shiro is quite safe. Whether you remain that way, though, is up to him, unless of course you wish to tell me the nature of your mission?’

‘Drop dead you Thalian creep!’ said Emma, she had lost too many friends and family in the Thalian space war to ever make any kind of bargain with The Imperial Alliance. ‘Don’t you tell him a damn thing, Shiro!’

Shiro was so proud. Emma was Star Fleet through and through!

‘There’s your answer Captain Arkama!’ said Shiro, ’And I’ll die before I let you convert me.’

Arkama’s expression was serious and he was about to say something, but the ship was suddenly rocked by a series of explosions which knocked Arkama and the termoid troopers to the ground. Shiro found that his arm and leg restraints had clipped open and so he took the opportunity to escape the cell and make his way to Emma.

Outside of the battle cruiser the X-Fighter squadron revealed themselves as the cause of the carnage that was now in progress inside. ID1 had informed the squadron, who had been following the ship at a distance, to initiate an attack on the vessel. At the same time he released both Shiro and Emma from their shackles.

Arkama was filled with anger and confusion as he fought to find the identities of these new attackers.

‘What’s happening?!’ he said, ‘Who is responsible for this outrage?’

‘Earth based fighters, Captain!’ said a nearby termoid, ‘Ten of them!’

‘What!’ exclaimed Arkama.

In the interrogation area, Emma could feel that she was no longer restrained and so leapt out of the chair and delivered a high kick to one of her termoid captors. She landed on top of the termoid crushing his skull with her boot while grabbing his laser rifle. She rolled to one side, dodging several blasts fired by the remaining termoid on the other side of the room, before lining him up in her sights and taking him down with a well aimed head shot.
Shiro ran into the interrogation area at the conclusion of the skirmish, having dodged falling debris on the way there.

‘Emma, are you OK?’ said Shiro.

‘Yeah, no probs boss! Say...what took you?’ smiled Emma.

Glad that each other was still in one piece they made their way back to the hanger area where a hovering ID1 was waiting for them by their, thankfully, unscathed star fighters.
He beeped a series of tones to Shiro.

‘Good work ID1!’ said Shiro, ‘Inform X-Bomber we need them now!’

ID1 complied and then flew back into Shiro’s palm where he was placed back in his belt pouch. The two pilots then boarded their craft and prepared for take off.

Arkama, was now back on the bridge and could see the two fighters readying their escape.

‘This vessel shall be their tomb!’ he said, ‘Shields up!’

‘Yes Captain Arkama!’ said the command crew, who tried in vein to raise the battle cruiser’s shields.

‘Shields are inoperative, Captain Arkama!’ said the flustered termoids, worried at their Captain’s response.

‘No! No! This can’t be!’ screamed Captain Arkama, as Braincom and the X-Fighter sped out of the hanger bay into space.

‘Those accursed Humanssss!’ hissed Arkama’s eye patch, ‘They will not stop my destiny. Ready the Delta laser!’ 



Chapter 22
THE BATTLE OF GELMA 2

A dazzling light show was taking place above the dark eerie planet named Gelma 2 that rivalled the usual atmospheric activity of this hellish world in spectacle.
A squadron of X-Fighters doing battle with an Imperial Alliance battle cruiser had been joined by Shiro Hagen and Emma Steel, fresh from their escape from Arkama's vessel. Both forces were evenly matched under the present circumstances and each side was taking an equal share of losses. The X-Fighter squadron had already lost two of their number while the battle cruiser was taking a serious pounding from the multiple laser torpedo strikes of the advanced Earth-based fighters.

'Concentrate firepower on the ship's engines!' said Shiro, as he avoided a lightning energy beam from the Imperial cruiser.

His wing 'man' Emma Steel was happy to oblige as she changed her ship's direction in mid flight so that her star fighter hovered passed the full length of the ship allowing her to unleash a barrage of laser beams and missiles that scorched and pounded a pattern across the surface of the vessel's hull. Once at the rear of the ship, she matched its velocity and launched a pair of laser torpedoes at its engines. The Gelma battle cruiser rocked violently from the impact, but still managed to maintain its trajectory.

‘Wow! This ship is tough!’ said Emma, as she swiftly manoeuvred away from her current position to avoid the laser missiles that had been sent to her from the battle cruiser.

Shiro checked his ship’s sensors; energy was emanating from the centre of the battle cruiser. Something nasty was about to be unleashed by Captain Arkama.
Another X-Fighter got too close to the front of the battle cruiser and succumbed to its main lightening energy cannon, while his wing man battled hard not to be its next victim. It rolled and managed to dodge the second attack and flew back along the length of the ship. As it flew past, the Gelma battle cruiser opened a large hatch on its underside revealing a devastating variant on the dreaded Delta laser model mounted on a rotating turret. It fired a wide arc beam of energy in the direction of the fleeing star fighter and completely disintegrated it, while carving out a new canyon in the rock of the planet below. The energy beam maintained its integrity as the turret changed its direction swinging the blade-like energy ray like a sword and carved up another couple of X-Fighters who disappeared in a blink of an eye on contact with the deadly energy blade.

‘My god!’ said Emma, ‘What the heck is that?’

‘It’s a Delta laser!’ said Shiro, who remembered being on the receiving end of the deadly weapon when the Dai-X attacked the Imperial fortress planet. ‘All fighters - take evasive action!’

But it was too late, as one by one the remaining X-Fighters were cleaved by the deadly energy beam. Shiro and Emma managed to escape the kill zone of the Delta laser, but were now having to contend with the full package of conventional weapons the Imperial cruiser had at its disposal.

‘We won’t last long like this!’ said Emma Steel.

‘Just remember the training simulator!’ said Shiro, ‘We’re not done for yet!’

The two of them valiantly tried to out-run the cruiser with some impressive flying manoeuvres, but the Thalian vessel had now almost gotten them in the grasp of its Delta laser beam.
The deadly energy blade was just about to claim the last two survivors of X-Squadron, when the battle cruiser was hit by a 4 pronged lightning energy blast, causing the Delta laser beam to malfunction and shut down, allowing Shiro and Emma a chance to make their escape.

The energy attack had been delivered by none other than the X-Bomber, which had just made a daring atmospheric light-speed jump into the sector thanks to the information relayed to it by ID1 and PPA’s incredible computational skills.

‘Looks like you guys could do with a hand!’ said a garbled Barry Hercules over Shiro and Emma’s radio units.

‘Hercules?!’ said Shiro.

‘Are we glad to see you!’ said Emma.

‘Get your butts back to the ranch so we can finish off this Thalian scrapheap!’

The two fighters flew back to X-Bomber, while the battle cruiser tried to gain some distance from this new threat to its mission.

‘No! The fabled X-Bomber!’ said Arkama, ‘We don’t have a prayer against it. Retreat! Full quantum power!’

On-board X-Bomber, Shiro and Emma had made their way to the bridge to a warm, but sombre welcome from the crew. They had all but lost the X-Fighter squadron this day; only Emma and her battered ship in X-Bomber's docking bay remained.

'It's so good to see you both again!' said Professor Hagen, 'And I mourn the loss of our brave X-Squadron, but time is against us. Captain Arkama must not be allowed to reach his objective. We must destroy that battle cruiser!' 



Chapter 23
THE SATELLITE CITY

In the now chaotic ethereal realm, the F01 gazed into a river of energy which divided two diametrically opposed areas of this plane. Lamia's side still looked the picture of ethereal beauty, but on closer inspection, small blood red cracks were starting to appear in the swirling multicoloured cloudscapes. The other side of the energy river was now the realm of the Imperial Master and bore aesthetic similarities with Gelma 2 in its hellishness and inhospitality.
The Imperial Master currently had the upper hand in their battle of wills and he cut an imposing figure as he stood on his side of the divide watching her gaze at her friends in X-Bomber pursuing Captain Arkama’s damaged vessel, in the blue tinted glow of the energy river as if it were a view-screen.
She could hear the Professor’s words echoing throughout the realm, ‘The Temple of the Ancients was more than just a temple, it was a prison!’ The Professor had inspected the Alliance logs that ID1 had stolen and was horrified to find that the Temple in question was of a design he had encountered before on his travels. He had met an inter-dimensional traveller, briefly, long ago who commanded a huge prison vessel. In his hold were 6 of these ‘temples’ which were in fact prisons holding universe-threatening anti-matter beasts. He had jumped into this dimension in search of the seventh temple/prison, but his jump engines were acting erratically in this dimension and so he sent out a distress signal which found Professor Hagen. The Professor battled to fix the ancient traveller’s jump engines, but the technology was too far advanced, even for him, and so the Professor had to make a swift exit from the prison ship as it jumped out of this dimension.
Why he hadn’t put two and two together before now was beyond him, it was almost like...

‘...Someone had been clouding his mind!’ finished The Imperial Master. ‘The Professor is strong willed, unlike his pitiful apprentice. I will see to it that he is converted when I return to the corporeal plane. He will be a great prize for The Imperial Alliance’

‘I will make sure that never happens!’ said The F01

‘It is inevitable!’ said The Imperial Master, ‘Here, let me show you something.’

With a wave of the Master’s hand, the image changed within the energy river as the stream's colour took on a reddish tint.

‘While you have been preoccupied with your human friend’s trials and tribulations, my emissary has been busy!’ said the Imperial Master, ‘Gaze into the abyss Lamia, gaze into your doom!’

Lamia looked into the energy stream and watched as the story played out...


The Zeta system. A mineral rich area of the galaxy which was one of the reasons the Imperial Alliance had made it a priority to colonise and rule this system. The largest and richest of these planets was Zayin; used by The Alliance as an Industrial centre, complete with a large orbiting space dock. This was in the glory days of the alliance, before the fall.

Zayin today was quiet and desolate, but the orbiting station had emerged from the downfall of the alliance into a prospering satellite city called Gladius.
From above, the floating city was a similar shape to the Imperial Alliance emblem with star ships from every part of the galaxy docked into ports on the side arms of the station. One such vessel was an Octokaar class Imperial battle cruiser; its biomechanical tentacles were unmistakably the handiwork of the master of Gelma.

Races from throughout the galaxy would visit Gladius to trade, gamble and enjoy all the entertainment the station had to offer. The main draw, though, was the arena!
Warriors of all kinds, be they alien, cyborg or mechanoid, would enter the arena in battles to the death for fame and fortune.
The rogue Imperial Commander Delardu had been responsible for the transformation of this Imperial space station into a decadent pleasure hub. Free from the Imperial Master’s control, he now looked after his own affairs and was the supreme controller of Gladius.

Delardu sat in his booth above the gladiator arena flanked by several termoid body guards. He watched as his 8 foot mechanoid champion rained down blow after blow on his cyborg opponent. The challenger was a young warrior from the Diakon System who wore ancient decorative body armour; his arms and legs were metallic as was half of his head, and he wielded two energy-enhanced swords.
Delardu’s champion had been built by his newly acquired chief scientist and engineer and was based on the termoid design, but far more ferocious looking than the rank and file alliance trooper. It had four arms; two of which had scythes where hands would normally be, while the remaining two wielded large swords enclosed in force fields.
The Diakonian fought bravely, but it was a swift match. The Termech, as it was known, cut the young warrior’s legs off with his scythes before delivering a finishing blow to the fallen gladiator with his swords. 

The arena erupted and the mass ranks pledged their cries to their champion and his master.
Delardu stood up to receive the applause. He, himself was dressed in the attire of a warrior with elaborate Gelma markings on his armour. He had a red visor where once there were eyes. And his forehead stopped midway to be replaced with ancient alien circuits and wires. A large spike protruded from either side of his neck to complete his formidable look.
At that moment Delardu’s chief engineer and scientist walked into the booth from the shadows to be greeted by his master.

‘You have done well Caliban!’ said Delardu, ‘Your warrior is unbeaten in 30 matches!’

The silver skinned cyborg stood next to his master. He had escaped the destruction of Makara’s battle cruiser and had made his way to Gladius to claim sanctuary.

‘No one can defeat my Termech!’ said Caliban.

Around the arena, alien races from a thousand systems waited impatiently for the next match. Order was maintained by a large contingent of termoid troopers patrolling the stadium as well as all the other areas of the city. There was an army at Delardu’s disposal, but he had no interest in conquest other than in the arena. He was proud of the unlikely utopian city he had built.

A hush fell over the arena as the robot master of ceremonies announced the arrival of a new challenger.
A robed and hooded figure walked into the combat area, stopped and then remained as still as a statue.

‘And now fine patrons we have a new challenger.’ said the robot announcer, ‘From the Helgox system: The Angel of Death!’

Delardu turned to Calliban.

‘Send out the Termech!’ said Delardu, ’But tell him to put on a bit of a show this time before he kills her. We must keep the patrons happy. Happy patrons mean more credits!’

The Termech was informed and walked into the arena to a wall of applause. It turned to the crowd and bowed. Caliban had programmed a little showmanship into the mechanoid’s computer brain. 
It was now down to Delardu to start the fight.

‘For those who are about to die, or have their warranty expire, we salute you!’ said Delardu as he pulled out his broadsword and raised it above his head to start the battle.

The hooded figure remained motionless as the Termech ran towards its opponent, all arms flailing. When the two were about to meet the robed figure swiftly side-stepped the incoming mechanoid and pulled her blade, swinging it in a crescent arc. The mechanoid continued its run a little further and then stopped. Something was wrong! Sparks and electricity appeared from the Termech’s waist as his torso fell off of his hip chassis onto the ground. The robed figure had cut the mechanoid in half with one stroke.

The crowd was shocked into silence. Their champion was defeated. Delardu was not a happy cyborg.

‘I don’t believe it!’ said Delardu, ‘Who is this mysterious robed figure. I wonder if we can get her on the payroll? If not, you’ll just have to build something better to kill her with, Caliban!’

Caliban was speechless as he watched his master stand to greet the newest champion of Gladius.

‘Your skills are most impressive, robed one!’ said Delardu, ‘But who, pray tell, lurks behind that hood?’

The robed figure remained motionless for a few more seconds and then threw off her cloak to reveal her true identity.

‘You!’ said Delardu.

‘Oh know!’ said Caliban who swiftly made an exit from the main booth back into the shadows.

Commander Makara stood proudly in the centre of the arena. She had been sent here by the Imperial Master to clean up the mess that Delardu had made.

‘Commander Delardu!’ said Makara, ‘You have made a mockery of the Imperial Alliance with this den of iniquity. I am here to re-establish order. You will surrender this station to me and submit to memory dissimulation!’

‘Never!’ said Delardu, ‘Termoids, execute her!’

The termoids around the arena were confused and unable to act upon Delardu‘s order. They served the highest ranking Imperial officer, but Makara was a Commander too, so they were both equals.

‘There is only one way to settle this.’ said Makara, ‘I invoke the Thalian rite of Gelthaar: trial by combat!’

‘I accept!’ said an angered Delardu who jumped from his box onto the stage of battle; his hydraulic legs cushioning the impact of the long drop.

The two warriors faced off with sword in hand. Each had a lot at stake. For Delardu it was his self made city; built out of the ashes of the Alliance flame. For Makara it was something far more valuable, revenge!

There was no subtlety this time from Makara as she followed Delardu’s lead and charged at him. Their swords clashed producing a ripple of energy that ran up and down their blades. each warrior blocked and parried the other’s attacks trying to find a way through their defences. Delardu swung his sword at Makara’s head, but she easily ducked his attack and foot swept him to the ground.

‘You are nothing!’ said Makara, ‘I have battled the very ancients themselves! And won!’

‘You will not destroy my dream!’ snarled Delardu.

They continued to fight, but Makara looked quite comfortable, as comfortable as anyone would, who had beaten The Great Skull in combat.
Delardu was strong, but Makara was ultimately more agile with seemingly boundless energy.
She somersaulted over Delardu and upon landing drove her sword into Delardu’s back. Delardu cried out in pain and fell to the floor. Makara stood over him.

‘I have merely incapacitated you!’ said Makara, ‘If I wanted you dead, you would indeed be dead by now. Think yourself lucky that the Imperial Master want’s you alive.’
Delardu heard Makara’s words, but was unable to respond; her blow had temporarily paralysed him.

‘Termoids!’ said Commander Makara, ‘by Thalian law I am now the superior officer on this station. Round up all of the patrons and place them in holding cells. They are to be slaves of the Imperial Alliance!’

‘All hail Makara!’ was the termoids demented cry as they herded up all of the screaming patrons.

‘Take Delardu to the memory dissimilation centre onboard his ship; I will be there shortly!' said Makara, ‘Oh and bring that snivelling dox-toad, Caliban too!’

A short time later aboard Delardu’s Octokaar battle cruiser, Makara stood beside Delardu who was strapped onto a table with a memory dissimulator hovering above him.
A door opened revealing Caliban flanked by two termoid troopers.

‘Commander Makara, this is such an amazing surprise.’ said Caliban, ‘I’m so glad to see you alive!’

‘No thanks to you, you coward!’ said Makara, ‘Orion wasn’t much, but he was worth ten of you. He certainly wouldn’t have left me for dead on that tomb.’

‘But Comman...’ started Caliban, but he was interrupted by an angry Makara.

‘But nothing!’ said Makara, ‘You would be meeting a slow and painful death right now, if I had anything to say about it, but you are still valuable to the Imperial Master. You are to remain here and help Commander Delardu rebuild our fleet.’

‘Thank you Commander, I won’t let you down!’ said a relieved Caliban.’

‘Don’t thank me yet.’ said Makara ‘The life that you knew is over. Once I’m through with Delardu it will be your turn on the table. I will re-sculpt your memories in the most painful manner imaginable, only the useful scientific area’s will remain. And whenever you hear the name Makara uttered in future, you will feel excruciating pain and complete and utter fear! Guards take him away!’

And so Makara carried out her threat and reprogrammed Delardu to be the Commander he was before. Together with his brilliant but lobotomized scientist, Caliban they embarked on their mission to rebuild the Imperial Alliance fleet.

Makara left The Bloody Mary docked at the station and flew off in the Delta-Z’s fighter mode to claim her final revenge. She laughed out loud at her final action on the space station. She had programmed The Bloody Mary to send out a radio signal directly to Caliban’s brain everyday for 3 hours. The signal was an encoded message. It was Makara's voice repeating her name over and over again. 


The image of Makara laughing maniacally ended the tale that was projected in the river of energy in the ethereal realm. The F01’s response to what she had seen was utter horror.

‘Makara!? The Alliance!?’ said Lamia.

‘Yes it has already begun! said The Imperial Master as the energy river turned black, ‘Soon you will have to make a choice. Will you sacrifice the universe to stop me ruling it?

Lamia was silent. The Imperial master had fooled them all and proved without a shadow of a doubt what a master strategist he was.

‘Beware Lamia!’ said the Imperial Master, ‘Beware the Omni-Beast!’ 



Chapter 24
EXTREME MEASURES

The X-Bomber's recently repaired engines roared as it chased its Imperial Alliance prey over the rocky canyons of Gelma 2.
For much of X-Bomber's working life-time it had found itself on the receiving end of Imperial Alliance aggression, but now the tables had seemingly turned as it pursued the renegade Imperial Captain with the full intention of eliminating him and the threat he represented to the safety of the universe.

The crew of X-Bomber were all at their stations, with their newest addition, Emma Steel sat in Lamia's old chair next to the radar console. They all had looks of grim determination on their faces. None of them were assassins, but they were at war and that sometimes meant taking extreme measures!
Captain Arkama had to be destroyed for the sake of the universe!

On board the bridge of the badly damaged battle cruiser, a lone cloaked figure surveyed the wreckage around before reacting to an alarm sound coming from a nearby console. 

'The X-Bomber is almost in firing range!' said Arkama.

'Good! We will use thissss to our advantage!' said Arkama's symbiont eye patch, 'Start the self destruct sequence!'

The X-Bomber had indeed closed the gap between itself and the Alliance battle cruiser and now only required the word from Professor Hagen to unleash a devastating wave of X-Impulse and completely annihilate their enemy.

'We're in firing range Professor!' said Hercules, 'Just say the word!'

'Ok!' said Professor Hagen, 'X-Impulse fir...'

Before the Professor could finish his confirmation, PPA locked the firing controls and blurted a warning.

'Dangerous amounts of energy are building up within the Alliance battle cruiser!' he said, 'A large explosion is imminent!

'They must have rigged their reactor to blow!' said John Lee.

'Professor, I have detected an Imperial carrier craft launching from the battle cruiser’s docking bay.' said PPA.

'We've been caught in a snare trap! said Hercules.

'We need to get the heck out of here!' said Emma.

'PPA, take us out of the projected blast area!' ordered Professor Hagen.

The X-Bomber quickly changed its direction and battled to achieve some distance from itself and the battle cruiser it had only a short while ago been hunting. A few seconds later Gelma 2 was engulfed in light.

The battle cruiser had exploded, unleashing a massive pressure wave. X-Bomber fought hard to outrun it, but caught a little of its deadly whiplash before it changed direction and was sucked back into the fireball.
The vessel was rocked to its core, but managed to maintain its course as it flew through the great gusts of wind that the firestorm had created.
Soon everything was still again with only a ghostly column of smoke and debris as a reminder of the Kathaar battle cruiser’s final act of destruction. It clawed its way high up into the already eerie cloudscapes of Gelma 2 and looked quite at home here on this hellish rock.

Aboard X-Bomber the crew was shaken, but unhurt. 

‘I told you that Imperial maggot was insane!’ said Emma Steel.

‘All the more reason why he must be stopped!’ said Professor Hagen, ‘What’s our status PPA?’

‘Power at 50%!’ said PPA, ‘Maximum speed is currently well below quantum levels!’

‘We’ll never catch Arkama in time in X-Bomber!’ said Hercules.

‘Then we will hunt him down by the Dai X!’ said Shiro.

‘Now you’re talkin’!’ said Hercules.

‘Yes! The Dai-X is our only hope!’ said Professor Hagen. ‘Gentlemen, to your fighters! Emma, PPA and I will follow you the best we can in X-Bomber. Remember, Arkama must not be allowed to reach The Temple of the ancients!

‘Yes sir!’ said Shiro.

‘You can count on us!’ said Hercules.

‘Here we go again!’ said John Lee.

‘Oh, c’mon Lee, do you really wanna live forever?’ said Hercules.

‘No, but I could sleep for a 1000 years!’ said John Lee.

The 3 brave warriors put on their environmental suits and walked down the short corridor to their docking cars with their helmets under their arms. Shiro was the last one to reach his, but before he embarked on his journey to Braincom’s cockpit he felt his shoulder being tapped. He turned around and was met by Emma Steel.

‘Emma, why aren’t you on the bridge?’ said a startled Shiro.

‘Because I had to say something, before you left!’ said Emma, who reached over to Shiro and planted her lips on his. They kissed for a few seconds, but it seemed like a life time.

‘Come back to me my Captain!’ said Emma.

Shiro was taken aback and blushed, but could still manage a small grin as he mouthed his response to her, before putting on his environmental helmet and speeding off down the tunnel in his docking car. 

Each of the Dai-X fighters launched in their customary manner and flew off in the direction of Arkama’s Imperial carrier.
Professor Hagen, PPA and Emma Steel watched the view-screen as the 3 red Star fighters became small red points in the distance and then disappeared altogether.

Emma feared for her brave Captain, but had a warm glow in her heart as she thought back to the last words he had spoken to her:

‘I will!’ 


Chapter 25
THE TEMPLE OF THE ANCIENTS

Captain Arkama's Imperial carrier flew low over the rocky landscape of Gelma 2. With reckless abandon, it was weaving its way through giant pillars of rock in search of an access to the cavernous chamber that would lead it and its maniacal captain to The Temple of the Ancients.

'We are closssse now!' said Arkama's symbiotic eye patch, 'I can feel the power of the ancientsssss!'

'I hope this power is worth the price we've paid!' said Captain Arkama, 'The loss of a Kathaar battle cruiser is not something to be taken lightly. I once captained the prize of the Alliance fleet!'

'The power we will soon possess will be greater than a thousand battle cruisers!' said the eye patch.

Arkama checked his radar instruments and found to his dismay that 3 red blips were closing in on his cruiser's position from behind.

'I thought we had already dealt with those human pests!' said Arkama.

'Pay no heed to them! Stay on coursssse!' said the eye patch as a laser blast rocked their ship.

An image suddenly appeared on their view screen; it was Shiro Hagen.

'That was your final warning!' said a determined Captain Hagen. 'Surrender or be destroyed!'

Despite Arkama’s symbiotic counterpart’s advice he responded to the threat and fired several bolts of lightning energy at his attackers from the tail gun of his carrier craft.

The Dai-X fighters managed to dodge Arkama’s attack although John Lee’s Legtrax nearly collided with a canyon wall in his haste to avoid being hit by the energy blasts.

‘Whoa, that was a little too close for comfort guys!’ said John Lee.

‘Well Shiro, we have our answer. Let’s take him out!’ said Hercules.

‘OK! Let’s finish this! said Shiro, who was secretly happy at the Imperial Alliance Captain’s refusal to surrender.

A high speed chase ensued as Captain Arkama’s carrier tried to outrun his pursuers in the maze like tunnels and passages that had been carved into the canyon rock. Only the most intrepid or worthy would be able to navigate through this labyrinth; a final test for those who truly wished to know the secret of The Temple of the Ancients.

The 4 ships flew around the spiralling tunnel systems, exchanging laser fire while avoiding obstacles made of rock. They were flying at breakneck speeds with little room for error; one wrong turn and they would be smashed into pieces.
Arkama checked his instruments. There was a clearing ahead of them.

‘The chamber of the ancientssss!’ said the eye patch.

Legtrax was right behind them and took advantage of Arkama and his symbiont’s split second loss of concentration firing a salvo of shots at the fleeing carrier craft and scoring several direct hits on its stern.

The carrier flew out of the tunnel of rock with flames spewing out of its insect-like back. It now found itself in a massive spherical chamber. The spaghetti like tunnels they had travelled through could be seen in all directions, as though they had travelled inside the body of a great beast through its rocky veins.
Although spherical in shape there was a large golden square at its base which the stricken carrier craft was fighting to reach.
The Dai-X fighters entered the vast chamber a split second later and fired further laser blasts at the out of control and blazing imperial vessel.
The carrier crashed into the floor of the chamber breaking into two. The stern exploded while the front section rolled uncontrollably across the chamber floor.

‘We got ‘em!’ said Hercules.

‘Great shooting guys, If I do say so myself!’ said John Lee.

‘Let’s land and make sure, before we celebrate!’ said Shiro. ‘This creep has more lives than a cat!’

The Dai-X fighters landed and Shiro, Hercules and Lee disembarked in their environmental suits, armed and ready.
They looked at the large golden area before them. The square measured 50 foot by 50 foot and was covered in ornate markings and familiar sinister faces.

‘My god!’ said Hercules, ‘Those faces, they’re just like Makara’s eye patch!’

‘Just like Captain Arkama’s too!’ said Shiro.

They were indeed the very same artefacts that the Imperial Master had found in the depths of the Thalian zone and used as symbiotic counterparts for his super soldiers, Makara and Arkama. The golden faces were more than just a receptacle for the ancients, they could be used as a key to unlock a prison cell.
The surface of the golden square seemed to be missing several of these face masks as there were many blank spaces where a symbiont eye patch should be.

‘Lee, guard this area!’ said Shiro, ‘Me and Herc will check out the wreckage. If anyone but us comes near the golden square, shoot to kill!’

‘Ok Shiro.’ said Lee nervously, as he watched his comrades venture over to the smouldering wreckage of the Imperial carrier.
Suddenly from Lee’s left he heard a sound like a tin can being thrown to the ground. He turned and saw Captain Arkama approaching the area of gold.
Lee didn’t hesitate and open fired with his laser pistol. His blasts however passed harmlessly through Arkama. 

‘A Hologram!’ said Lee, as he heard the cries of Hercules and Shiro pleading with him to turn around.

The real Arkama swiftly moved behind Lee and disarmed him while holding his sword to the neck of the young space pilot.

‘Put your weapons down, or I will take the head of your plump friend here!’ said a battle damaged Arkama.

‘Do it!’ said the symbiotic eye patch.

Shiro and Hercules complied and threw their weapons down.

‘You won’t get away with this Arkama!’ said Shiro.

‘You fools!’ said Arkama, ‘You should have killed me when you had the chance. Your compassion for your friend is what makes you humans weak. Now the power of the ancients will be mine!’

Arkama edged his way back onto the golden square in the direction of a vacant space where a mask should reside.

‘Don’t do it you maniac!’ said Hercules.

‘The Temple of the Ancients is not what you think it is, Arkama!’ reasoned Shiro, ‘There is no power to gain. Only a trap to be sprung!’

‘Liesss! Insssssolence! Liesss!’ said Arkama’s eye patch.

‘You are about to awaken a monster that will destroy everything!’ said Shiro.

‘And you’re first on the menu pal!’ said Hercules.

Arkama was startled by this revelation. Memories of his other life started flooding back, questioning the logic of his symbiont once more. Were the humans bluffing? Had his counterpart been misled by false memories?

‘What if you have been wrong about this place?’ said Arkama to his symbiotic eye patch.

‘Do as I tell you!’ said the eye patch, ‘I can just as easily do this without you now!’

A surge of pain the likes of which Arkama had never experienced before was sent through the remains of his organic body. His cyberneticaly enhanced brain was on fire!

‘Damn you!’ screamed Arkama as he threw John Lee to the ground.

‘You leave me no choice!’ said the eye patch.

Arkama’s symbiont wiped out the remains of his memory in one fell swoop. Two lives died at that moment: The Brave Techno Knight, Zir Kode and the evil Imperial Captain he had become. 
Only Arkama’s motor functions remained and were now under control of the symbiotic eye patch who threw his body onto the ground and clawed out his own eye with his robotic hand. Still under direct control the body placed the eye patch into the vacant space onto the golden square.
Arkama’s body disintegrated instantly and the ancient spirit residing in the eye patch was trapped in a petrified state.
Their insane quest had been for nought!

The golden square now started to glow and revealed itself to be in actual fact a cube as it elevated itself from the ground.
The whole chamber shook and the reunited space pilots could only look on as the temple-like structure with it’s intricately carved columns hovered in mid air in front of them.
A spherical energy field enveloped the chamber and swiftly took its entire contents, including the Temple, Shiro, Hercules, John Lee and the Dai-X fighters on an express elevator ride to the planet’s surface.
In far less time than it took to get there they were now planet side again with the glowing golden cube-like structure hovering in mid air.

To some this was known as The Temple of the Ancients. To others it was The Prison of the Omnibeast! 

'What happens now?' said John Lee, 'It's just floating there!'

'Maybe the stories were wrong!' said Shiro, 'Or maybe Arkama's symbiont wasn't strong enough to release the monster!'

Just as Shiro had completed his sentence a sub bass droning sound started to reverberate from the hovering temple.

'Looks like we spoke to soon!' said Hercules, as the 3 space pilots watched as the Temple started to rotate in mid air accompanied by the low pitched bass drone.

'I don't like the sound of that fellas!' said John Lee.

The temple's rotation increased and in a short time it was revolving so fast that it just appeared as a blur to the three spectators from Earth. And then all of a sudden it stopped and became stationary again, but with one difference. The giant temple doors had opened!

A second later, a piercing high pitched squeal entered the minds of Shiro, Hercules and John Lee and filled them with great dread.
Then all was silent again as the universe held its breath for a brief moment as its worst nightmare once more walked the earth. 



Chapter 26
BEHOLD THE OMNIBEAST

The Omnibeast towered over the 3 insect-like earthlings on the unforgiving planet known as Gelma 2.
The ultimate cosmic evil had just been released from millennia after millennia of imprisonment by the actions of a mad Alliance captain and his ancient symbiont counterpart. 

They had been tricked. They had all been tricked!

The horned beast was corporeal, but as the young space pilots gazed at its dark features they could make out images of the many star systems that the monster had consumed long ago. It had no facial features other than two glowing red eyes that shone brightly like stars.

‘I think we’re in trouble!’ said Hercules.

‘Quickly everyone, get to the fighters!’ said Shiro, ‘The Dai-X is the universe’s only hope now!’

The heroic warriors jumped into their ships and took off in the nick of time as the Omnibeast’s giant clawed foot crashed down onto the lunar landscape where they had been seconds earlier.

‘OK, Lee, Hercules, Dai-X Junction!’ said Shiro.

The three component parts that made up the Dai-X, Braincom, Mainbody and Legtrax docked with each other. Professor Hagen had made refinements to the combining process and thus the junction was far more quicker and dynamic than of old.
In a few short seconds the ultimate in human and alien technology, The Dai-X was standing toe to toe against the ultimate cosmic evil.

‘Hercules, let him have it!’ said Shiro.

‘Right!’ said Hercules, who with a waggle of his joystick controls unleashed a mighty right cross which knocked the lumbering beast to the ground.

‘Hey, this guy aint so tough!’ said Hercules.

‘Maybe, Lamia was wrong about this beast!’ said John Lee.

The Omnibeast however, soon got back on to its feet and responded in kind, delivering a powerful uppercut that sent the Dai-X flying through the air before crashing to the ground with a giant thump.

‘I take that back!’ said John Lee, once again using humour to disguise the fact that he had never been so afraid in his entire life.

The two behemoth’s continued to trade blows, but it soon became clear that as the fight went on the Omnibeast was increasing in strength.


The titanic battle was being watched in the ethereal plane by The F01 and The Imperial Master who was now the dominant force in the ghostly netherworld. 
Dominant or not, he was still trapped in this realm as long as The F01 chose to remain there.

‘Will you have your friends die at the hands of the Omnibeast?’ said The Imperial Master, ‘Would you let the universe be consumed, just to keep me imprisoned here?’

‘Your evil knows no bounds!’ said The F01, ‘It is you who have threatened the very existence of the universe!’

‘Yes, everything was planned...preordained!’ said The Imperial Master, ‘And you all fell into the trap! You see I once awakened the Omnibeast by accident a long, long time ago. I managed to defeat him with the aid of some naive allies who I soon disposed of after the beast was sent back to its prison. I then had the temple transported to the Thalian Zone and hidden deep within a remote planet. It was insurance!
Should I ever be defeated by you, Arkama’s symbiont had orders to release the Omnibeast, although it was under the false impression that it was to receive some great power handed down by the ancients once it opened the doors of the fabled Temple of the Ancients. Ha! The fool. It would not have come within a hundred thousand millitons of the Thalian Zone if it had known the truth.’

‘You would sacrifice your own kind?’ said The F01.

‘Of course! Gladly!’ said The Imperial Master, ‘The weak flesh was never Thalian in the first place and the symbiont was a mere shadow of an ancient! The power of the ancients is nothing compared to the one who knows how to manipulate its power!
My plan was flawless!
If I had perished at your hands then the Omnibeast would be my ultimate revenge.
If I was imprisoned, as is the case, then its release would give me leverage and a way back to the corporeal plane.’

‘I won’t let your evil return to the universe!’ said Lamia.

‘Then you are happy to sacrifice your own kind?‘ said The Imperial Master, ‘If you don’t act soon, there won’t be a universe to save from me! Even with my great power, I was only able to defeat the Omnibeast with the aid of others with the affliction of goodness. It is growing in power with every second. I have read the ancient scrolls pertaining to this monster. It has consumed entire star systems! The only beings strong enough to stop it are all dead now, well...all but one.’

The Imperial Master smiled as The F01 realised what he meant. She continued to watch forlornly as the battle continued. She would have to make a choice soon before it was too late!


The ferocious battle taking place on Gelma 2 was becoming more and more one sided. Dai-X's main laser canon was doing little more than making the monstrous beast more angry, while the creature’s own laser beams originating from his evil red eyes was draining the Dai-X of it’s precious power reserves.
The Dai-X dropped to its knees as the beams continued to suck the life out of its alien power core. 
In 30 seconds the power core would be drained completely and the mighty Dai-X would be nothing more than a giant statue ready to be turned into scrap metal by its ancient adversary.

‘Looks like this is it!’ said Hercules, ‘What a damn shame!’

‘We can’t go out like this!’ said Shiro, ‘There must be another way!’

‘Power’s down to 10%!’ said John Lee, ‘We’re going to have to bail out!’

‘Where to Lee?’ said Hercules, ‘That thing will swat us like a fly!’

‘Wait a second you guys.’ said John Lee, ‘Power returning...20%...40%...60%...80%...100%...It’s off the chart!’

The Dai-X was engulfed in white light. 3 minds became one and met with another not of this plane of existence. 
The F01 had joined the battle! Much to the approval of The Imperial Master

When the light dissipated the Dai-X returned into view, but was now made of crystal. It looked far more ancient and ceremonial than its utilitarian counterpart and there were no sign of any human pilots.
It stood up and repelled the aliens eye beams with ones of its own. Bright white light pushed back the draining red energy rail, causing the Omnibeast’s eyes to overload and explode.
The beast screamed out which caused the Dai-X to vibrate and create a melodic pattern of musical notes like a wind chime. 
The Crystal Dai-X pulled its sword from its scabbard and taking advantage of the Omnibeast’s loss of sight hacked away at the monster’s cosmic looking exterior.
The tables had turned and now it was the great beast that was on its knees.
The crystal X-Sabre charged up and when at full power the Dai-X plunged it through the Omnibeast’s heart.
The monster gave out one final ear piercing shriek and then was silent. It’s body broke up and was pulled back into the temple. Once all its remains had been collected the temple doors slammed shut and it dropped back into the chasm.
Another flash of light later and the Dai-X returned back to normal.

‘What just happened?’ said Hercules.

‘It was like our minds were connected together in some way!’ said John Lee.

‘Along with another,’ said Shiro, ‘Lamia!’

The F01 had indeed used all her remaining power to save her friends and in doing so had released the Imperial Master back into the corporeal plane.
The ground started to rumble and they could hear laughter echoing into the distance.

‘Why do I have the feeling, we’ve got rid of one problem only to have gained another.’ said Shiro.

Hercules was about to reply when the Dai-X was hit in the back by a powerful laser blast which knocked it to the ground.
A voice then came over their com channel. A voice that they’d thought they would never hear again.

‘Your problems have only just begun humans.’ said the voice, ‘The Revenge of Makara will be slow and painful!’

The Dai-X turned its head to see the mighty Delta-Z piloted by Commander Makara standing over it.

‘No, it can’t be. We killed you!’ said Shiro.

‘You will find I don’t die that easily!’ said Makara, who activating her force sabre concluded, ‘I wonder if the same can be said of you!’ 



Chapter 27
FINAL REVENGE

The energized blade of the Delta-Z's force sabre hummed eerily in the evil mechanoid’s hand. With one single thought command from its pilot, Commander Makara, the sword lunged towards the Dai-X’s neck.
The Dai-X only just managed to roll aside in time leaving the energy enhanced sword to cleave Gelma rock instead.
The Dai-X got to its feet, X-Sabre in hand.

‘I don’t know how that Alliance freak is still alive.’ said Hercules, ‘I thought we punched her lights out permanently.’

‘She has a mechanoid just like us!’ said John Lee, ‘How?!’

‘No time for questions guys!’ said Shiro, ‘If it’s a duel you want, Makara, then a duel is what you will get!’

The two giant mechanoid’s sabres clashed producing a trail of lightning and a giant thunder clap. 

‘Your feeble Dai-X is no match for the might of my Delta-Z, you pitiful human scum!’ said Makara, who parrying the initial clash of sabres found a space and struck the Dai-X’s shoulder which produced a pained electronic grunt from the giant mech.

‘How’s that shoulder Hercules?’ said Shiro.

‘Armour damage only!’ said Hercules, ‘Servo motors are running just fine. But we better not get hit too many more times by that thing!’

The Delta-Z trying to pull a combination attack lunged for a second strike, this time targeting the Dai-Z’s legs, but space pilot John Lee was not asleep on this occasion. The Dai-X somersaulted away, avoiding the sabre’s deadly cutting arc.

Now with the imitative, and a bit of distance from it and the Delta-Z, the Dai-X raised its right arm and fired its two super torpedoes at Makara’s giant mech.
The Delta-Z just stood there and took the full impact of the twin explosions.
When the smoke had cleared The Delta-Z was still standing and completely unscathed.

‘Man! Not even a scratch!’ said Hercules, ‘Her armour is tough!’

The Delta-Z started to run towards the Dai-X, but midway between the two of the it thrusted into the air. Then with a swivel and an extension of its leg, it propelled itself in the direction of the mechanoid, delivering a powerful flying kick to its chest which knocked the Dai-X to the ground and causing it to drop the X-Sabre.
Makara’s mechanoid emitted a booming electronic laugh as it stood over the Dai-X once more. Makara spoke through the electronically altered tones of her behemoth.

‘This is too easy!’ said the Delta-Z, ‘I thought you would at least put up some kind of fight for your worthless lives!’

‘The fight’s not over yet Makara!’ said Shiro, as he tilted Dai-X’s head a little and fired two beams of red light from its eyes at the Delta-Z’s sword hand. The evil mechanoid gave out a synthesized scream as the claw-like hand melted causing its sabre to drop to the ground.’

‘Great shot Shiro!’ said John Lee.

‘Yeah, that showed her!’ said Hercules.

‘I think its time to get something off our chest!’ said Shiro, who sent a targeting vector to his comrade housed in Mainbody.

The Dai-X got to its feet once more and opened the doors to its chest compartments, revealing the multiple rocket launcher system housed there. In an instant, hundreds of rockets were spat out on a course above Makara’s position.
The rockets impacted a nearby canyon ridge which caused an avalanche of rock to fall onto the Delta-Z, entombing it in a granite prison. 

‘Take that Makara!’ said Hercules.

‘Do you think she’s really dead this time!’ said John Lee.

‘Nothing could have survived that avalanche, Lee!’ said Shiro.

But just as Shiro had finished his sentence a low pitched sound could be heard coming from the makeshift tomb.
The rock started to glow; first red, then white. A second later a massive explosion of molten rock erupted revealing the undamaged Delta-Z.

‘That just can’t be!’ said Hercules.

‘That thing seems to be practically immune to all forms of kinetic attack!’ said Shiro, ‘The only hit we’ve scored so far was with an energy weapon! It’s time to use X-Tracers!’

The Dai-X got into the required stance and fired off a staggered burst of X shaped energy rays. The Delta-Z was too fast for them this time though and was able to activate a spherical energy barrier. The glowing red shielding absorbed the deadly energy attack with ease.
Makara cackled.

‘You must surely realise now that you have no chance of winning!’ said Makara, ‘This world will be your tomb!’

With the threat of Dai-X’s X-Tracer taken care of, Makara lowered her defensive screen and unleashed a powerful energy beam from the Delta Laser mounted in her mech’s head unit.
The beam struck the Dai-X’s left knee; cutting right through and severing the lower leg unit that John Lee currently inhabited. It then proceeded to do the same to the right knee.
The Dai-X’s upper body toppled back onto the rocky ground and the two remaining lower leg stumps fell over like a pair of skittles.
The Delta-Z stomped over the leg units; crushing them and causing sparks and electricity to fly everywhere.

‘Lee!? Do you read me? Lee!?’ said Shiro, fearing that his comrade might be crushed in the mangled metal.

‘If you’ve killed him, Makara I‘ll...’ started Hercules, but he was interrupted by Makara’s sinister voice over their com channel.

‘You will do nothing but die!’ said Makara, as she began cutting The Dai-X’s arm offs, one by one with the unstoppable energy beam.

‘Shiro, blast her with the X-Tracers again!’ said a desperate Hercules.

‘I can’t! There’s not enough power for another burst.’ said Shiro.

Once the Delta-Z had finished removing the Dai-X’s arms it leant over the disabled mechanoid and opened its chest compartments. Two large drills shot out and pierced the mech’s chest armour and burrowed their way inside. 

‘Bail out Hercules!’ said Shiro, ‘Grab the core and bail out!’

Hercules begrudgingly complied and pressed a button that opened a small hatch in front of his feet. A small energy pod the size of an orange was passed up to him by a mechanical lift. This was the alien power core of the Dai-X.
He grabbed the orb and then, opening the cockpit, he made his way out of the carnage and in the remains of Legtrax.
Shiro did the same to the amusement of Makara.

‘Haha! Like rats leaving a sinking ship!’ she said.

Hercules ran over to what was left of Legtrax’s cockpit unit and to his relief found that it had not been completely crushed. John Lee was unconscious though which was still cause for concern for the tough lieutenant. He pulled his friend out and checked for a pulse. John Lee was alive, but barely.
Shiro ran over to Hercules and helped him pick John Lee up.
‘How bad is he Hercules?’ said Shiro.

‘Bad! Pretty bad! said Hercules.

At that point the Delta-Z stood upright, picking up the Dai-X’s torso with it’s drill appendages. As it did so, It turned to face the three Star Fleet pilots.

‘Say goodbye to the Dai-X!’ said Makara, as the Delta Laser ignited once more and slowly cut through the centre of the mechanoid, from the top of its head unit all the way down to its lower torso.
The Delta-Z’s drill units retracted leaving the two parts of the once mighty Dai-X to fall to the ground.

‘My god!’ said Hercules.

‘Come on! We need to head for the high ground! said Shiro.

The two of them shocked by the loss of the Dai-X picked up their injured friend and made their way up a ridge that overlooked the great chasm below. At the bottom of this 3 mile drop, resided the recently re-imprisoned Omnibeast within The Temple of the Ancients.

Makara laughed and the Delta-Z laughed too accompanied by the intermittent laughter of another, far away in the distance.

‘Oh, this is delicious!’ said Makara, ‘I’ve defeated your great red monster, now I will swat you like the pathetic insects you truly are!’

The Delta-Z stomped up the ridge behind the escaping trio. Makara was playing with them; she could snuff their lives out with one thought; one final blast from her lethal Delta Laser, but it was much more fun watching them scurry away in fear.

The trio made it to the top of the ridge, but now had nowhere left to go.
In front of them stood the dreaded Delta-Z. Behind them was the gaping chasm.
This was the end of the road.
Makara teased them with the claw-like hand of the Delta-Z. The razor sharp pincers snapped dangerously close to the three of them, but without ever striking flesh.

'How does it feel?' said Makara, 'To live in fear! To suffer! I endured a living hell after your attack. I vowed to destroy the monster and its three beating hearts. Well, the monster is slain and one of its hearts has almost stopped beating.'

'Damn you Makara!' said Hercules.

'Now is that anyway to speak to someone who is willing to offer you salvation? I offer you a bargain. Throw your injured friend into the chasm below and I will spare your lives!'

'You are sick and twisted, Makara!' said Shiro.

'Lady, you must have a screw loose if you think we'd go for that!' said Hercules.

'Then you will all die!' said an angry Makara, as she prepared to lash out with her razor sharp claw hand.

With nowhere to run, Shiro and Hercules' instincts took over. After a brief knowing look at each other they threw themselves and John Lee off the ridge and into the gaping chasm below.

Makara watched on as Shiro, Hercules and John Lee bodies fell and were claimed by the darkness of the chasm. 
Although she would have preferred to have made the killing blow, she was quite satisfied that the red monster that had haunted her dreams for so long was dead along with its three human hearts.

'Final revenge is mine!' cried out Makara, ecstatic in her victory. The Delta-Z also accompanied her jubilation with a synthesized roar of its own that echoed throughout Gelma 2.

When the twisted cries of triumph had died away, Makara noticed the sound of distant thunder and an unnatural laughter that was more terrifying than her own. This had been present throughout her battle with the Dai-X and was now getting louder and louder.
She decided to investigate the sound and flew off in the direction of the unearthly cackling. 
She weaved in and out of canyon walls and after crossing a mighty ridge she located the source of the dread tones. 
In a massive clearing, bolt after bolt of lightning was striking a single point. The strikes continued in there frequency until all was light and sound.
Then... there was silence for a few brief seconds before the unholy rocky ground started to give birth to an age old evil.
Rocks came together and formed a body, then arms and legs and finally a head. A familiar head.

'I am reborn!' boomed the giant rock-like figure.

'Imperial Master!' said an awestruck Commander Makara.


A short while after, the crippled X-Bomber flew into the vacated battle-zone that had been the theatre of battle for two titanic confrontations that day.
Professor Hagen and Emma Steel looked in horror at the scattered burnt out wreckage of the Dai-X.

'Oh no! My son, Hercules, Lee, what have I done?!' said the Professor.

'Shiro!' said Emma, who feared the worst after seeing the burning remains of the Dai-X.

'PPA! Scan the area for life forms!' said the Professor.

'Who could have done this?' he thought, 'There was no sign of the Omnibeast at all. It couldn't have been its handiwork because if it was still free, this sector of space and all those residing within it would now cease to exist.'

'No sign of any life forms Professor!' said PPA, 'I'm not reading any energy signatures pertaining to either the Omnibeast or Shiro, Hercules and John Lee.'

'Widen the scan, they can't be dead!' said a tearful Professor.

'I've widened the scan!' said PPA, 'I'm now reading two energy anomalies. One is most peculiar the other is incomputable!'

'Give me a visual on the main view-screen!' said The Professor.

Professor Hagen and Emma Steel were struck dumb at what they saw.
They were white as ghosts as they looked at the image of the reborn Imperial Master and his mechanoid second in command.

'No! He's back!' said the Professor, 'What could have become of Lamia?'

'It was their war that got us into this mess!' said an enraged Emma, 'Because of her and those freaks out there, Shiro, Hercules and Lee are dead! Well, she's not around to answer for this, but they are!' 

With that, Emma ran off of the bridge and headed to the ship's docking bay.

'Emma wait!' said the Professor, 'We can't engage the enemy like this. We need to inform Star Fleet Command!'

The Professor wanted to strike out at the Imperial Master and his servant every bit as much as Emma, but it would be suicide. Countless star systems would suffer if they were not forewarned of the rebirth of The Imperial Master. 
They were obligated to send the word back to earth or Shiro, Hercules and John Lee's sacrifice will have been for nothing.
'PPA! Lock the docking bay and take us out of Gelma 2 through the hole in the planetary defence system!'

'Yes Professor!' said PPA in a sad tone. His logic circuits concurred with the Professor's course of action. The human part of his programming, however, wanted to avenge his friends.

Emma Steel jumped into her battered X-Fighter, she knew she had no chance of defeating The Imperial Master and The Delta-Z, but she didn't care. She didn't want to live without Shiro.
She tried again and again to fire up her fighters engines, but to no avail. PPA had locked down the bay and all the craft inside it.
Emma punched her console and broke down in tears. She hated the Professor for bringing them all here on the whim of Lamia who was now nowhere to be seen. She could feel the X-Bomber beginning to soar upwards. They were leaving.

'I'll get them for you Shiro!' said Emma, 'There will be another time. You, Herc and Lee will be avenged!'



On Gelma 2 The newly reborn Imperial Master was wasting no time in implementing a new plan for galactic domination.

'You have done well Makara!' said The Imperial Master, 'Together we will rebuild the Gelma Empire and crush all those that oppose our conquest!'

'By your divine guidance!' said Makara.

'You have exacted a most terrible revenge on your enemies and you have helped bring about my re-birth. There is to be a new executive council and you will be by my side at the head of it!'

'You are most generous Imperial Master!' said Makara.

'Now, there is much work to be done!' said The Imperial Master, 'I will recall what is left of the Alliance fleet for the first meeting of the new executive council. The weak will be extinguished, while the strong will be rewarded by being allowed to live to serve me. My time in the ethereal realm has taught me patience. We will rebuild our forces and when the time is right I will reduce the planet called Earth to cinders!' 


Epilogue

And so once more I am whole, and have become ruler of the ethereal realm. I have everything it would seem, but without her, without my true compatriot; I have nothing. 

I no longer sense her presence either here or in the corporeal plane.

I only hope that someone so powerful; so pure in heart and mind could not perish so easily and will return to me one day. I will wait patently until that time.

Her brave friends from Earth have made the ultimate sacrifice. I will honour them as I know they honoured her. Their universe will not fall into darkness without a fight. So vows Captain Halley!

