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Chapter 1

"If you
are playing this, then I am already dead." Raul stood before her on
an outcropping of rock, overlooking the deep blue waters of an
ocean. There was a sadness in his dark brown eyes that the hologram
could not fully convey. "I don't have many regrets from my life.
Most of the ones that I do have are petty." The hologram sighed.
Holographic sunlight filtered through the hologram, giving it an
ethereal, angelic presence. "What I regret the most is that I never
did something while I was alive that I feel that I have to do now,
or I will never be at peace." Raul shimmered slightly as his eyes
fixed on T'Sula. "I love you T'Sula Mir. I always have."

She closed her eyes as Raul spoke, wishing
that when she opened them again, he would be standing in place of
the hologram. She could always count on Raul to be there when she
needed him most. He had been a good friend, and she had thought
that someday he might be something more. Now it was too late. He
was gone.

"There, I said it." Raul continued. "I wish
that I could have had the courage to tell you before."

"Me too." T'Sula whispered as the hologram
faded into the mist that drifted over the holographic ocean. She
quietly said her good-byes to Raul, and dried the tears that
threatened to roll down her cheeks. Raul had been a good friend,
and a trusted colleague. T'Sula knew that she had to let go. If she
couldn't do that, then she would be lost.

The wind carried the smell of the ocean as it
tossed T'Sula's shoulder length, black hair. She smiled, and
breathed deep, as the sun set over the ocean, turning the sky
purple and pink. T'Sula sat on a high outcropping of rock that had
withstood millennia of waves endlessly crashing against it just as
they were today. T'Sula admired the majesty and beauty around her.
Trees and scrub grew aplenty here, except on the rocks, where
nothing could stand against the wind and ocean for long. She knew
of the power inherent in nature. Her Bakeeron heritage mandated
that.

A tear gently rolled down her cheek as she
stood, and turned her back on the ocean. T'Sula reached her hand
into the pocket of her dark blue jump suit, and pulled out a tiny
black chip, no larger than her thumb nail. She held the chip
between her thumb and first two fingers, and quickly snapped the
chip, ending her time in the holo-tank.

She stepped out of the tank, and into a
clean, well lit, white room. Holo-tanks lined the walls and a
cluster of computer terminals sat in the center. Each terminal was
being monitored by an Olcai. Their smooth, shiny black skin stood
in sharp contrast to the bright white of the hotel uniforms.

"Ms. Mir, I hope that you enjoyed your
session." one of the Olcai looked at her with one of its bulbous
brown eyes. Try as she might, T'Sula still could not tell the
difference between the males and females.

"Yes, the session was very relaxing. Thank
you." T'Sula smiled, running her fingers through her hair. Lying
had never been her strong point, but she didn't feel the need to
expose herself to a stranger.

"Excellent. I hope that you enjoy the rest of
your stay with us." the Olcai said as it looked back at its
terminal. T'Sula smiled at the little creature, then quickly left
for someplace more relaxing.

The hallway was clean and sparsely decorated.
On the walls were holographic images of various worlds. The swamps
of Olcaina seemed to be a favorite, followed by the lush mountains
and forests of Bakesh.

T'Sula smiled a sad smile at the memory of
her home world. She watched as the hologram of the Grand Forest of
P'Kare, near the Temple of the Wind, changed through the seasons.
Leaves turned color, and dropped to the ground before the first
snow gently frosted the forest. A few small animals finished their
preparations for the winter, and disappeared from sight. The
picture felt like a piece of home, in the midst of an artificial
world. It was a bright star shining in an infinite ocean of
black.

T'Sula continued to walk. Her mind raced
along, uninhibited by conscious thought. She needed the time to
think, to decompress. She would have preferred any number of worlds
to escape to other than Olcai, but Olcai had been the closest
peaceful refuge available. The manufactured, artificial world
scared her in ways that she didn't care to admit. There was a
quality to the planet, to the entirety of it, which in its own way
was contrary to the natural order of things. Still, T'Sula decided
to take refuge, and rest in any way that she could.

The vast city gradually disappeared with each
of her footsteps, to be replaced by the ocean vista. It wasn't an
ocean like any other planet would have. This one covered all of
Olcai, except for the six cities that were tethered, equidistant
from one another, and the numerous atmosphere generators that
stretched from the water to the sky. There was no land on this
planet, only the metal skeleton that held the giant construct
together, and the water that had been melted from ice floating in
the nearby solar system.

Her mind still swam with thoughts and
memories as T'Sula gazed out at the horizon. She found a place to
sit, and decided to swim. She stripped out of her jumpsuit,
revealing a modest, black one-piece swimsuit, and headed for the
water. The swimsuit covered her well, showing her trim, athletic
figure, and hiding the scars that defined her life. Oblivious to
the attention she attracted from the handful of men that she
passed, T'Sula dove into the ocean.

The water was warm and clear, allowing T'Sula
to see the base of the city. Thousands of lighted windows sparkled
like stars in the water. The city was as deep as it was tall,
culminating in a massive, self lighted shaft that ran to the very
center of Olcai.

T'Sula pulled a small rebreather from a
hidden pocket in her swimsuit, and placed it between her lips. The
water felt good as she swam, as if the mere touch of the liquid
against her skin could wash away the troubles in her heart and
mind. She tried desperately to clear her mind of those that she had
lost. Raul was still there with her, as was Jason McWilliams, and
Nom. The first two she wanted to keep with her, if only as
memories. However, she was relieved that Nom was dead. No, she
thought, death was much too good for him.

Faces of the innocents came to her, and left
her as she swam. Hundreds of faces blurred together, merging into
one monstrous form that threatened to break her mind and body.
T'Sula forced herself to focus on the monster. Deep in the ocean of
Olcai, she wrestled with the creation. As she fought, it began to
take shape. First the body defined, and then the face. T'Sula
nearly screamed as she looked into her own eyes.

Alien sea creatures swam past her as she
wrestled with her demons, the innocents that she could not save or
protect. The struggle was long and intense, but finally T'Sula did
not have to fight any more.

T'Sula was exhausted when she finally pulled
herself out of the water. She quietly retrieved her clothes, and
found a place to sit until she was dry. Hunger pangs eventually
caught her attention, so she dressed and made her way back into the
heart of the city.

It took T'Sula a few minutes to reach the
lift that took her to the open-air food court. From her seat, she
could see the city sprawling in all directions, and ending in the
all-encompassing ocean. Dozens of restaurants and vendors served
all types of food, to any of the races that T'Sula could see. There
were Caldonians clamoring for the various fruits at one of the
smaller vendors, and a few Malgar waiting to be served at one of
the pricier restaurants. T'Sula paused and took a deep breath,
savoring the smells coming from the different cuisine. Her stomach
started to growl, so she walked over to a vacant table, and sat
down.

"Please place you order when you are ready."
scrolled through the air in front of her, in a dozen languages. She
ordered Earth style vegetable lasagna, with a cappuccino, and
quietly waited for her food.

Her life had become a maze filled with mist.
It was a conundrum, a question with no answer. 'Why go on? Why
fight only to lose everything and everyone?' the questions ran
rampant through her mind, allowing no thought, only a desperate
frustration.

She had heard that time would heal her
wounds, but maybe time would not even tell. Her heart ached in so
many places and so many ways that she could not shut it out.
Nothing made sense any more. Why should she risk her life only to
lose those that she loved? First her parents and now Raul. The
Ta'Reeth, in one way or another had taken them all.

The tears almost fell and her hands began to
shake before she pressed them firmly against the tabletop. She
closed her eyes and took a deep, steadying breath.

T'Sula opened her eyes and breathed. She was
doing all that she could do, taking life one precious breathe at a
time.

 


 


 


Chapter 2

The air
felt cool against her skin as she waited for the scanners to finish
their cycle. She knew, of course that the scans were necessary,
just a simple precaution against weapons and diseases being brought
to Olcai from elsewhere in the galaxy. Kamira fidgeted a little as
she watched the indicator lights slowly change from red to green.
When the green light finally became a steady glow, the airlock
opened, and Kamira Nor stepped into the sunshine.

The blue and green jewels that lined the
subtle ridges along the crest of her ears and along the ridges of
her nose sparkled brilliantly in the sunshine. It had been a long
time since she had not heard the low whine of air purifiers and
starship engines, and the comparative silence of the port almost
overwhelmed her as she walked through the customs terminal. It felt
odd to her to be going through Customs, masquerading as a tourist,
especially when she had a job to do. There was nothing relaxing
about her visit to the tourist planet, but the Olcai had made their
position clear. There was to be no military presence on their
planet what so ever. With that in mind, her mission was going to be
just that much harder.

"Welcome to Olcai, the vacation Capitol of
the known universe." a bored looking Olcai said as Kamira handed
over her identification. The Olcai looked over her papers and
quietly passed them back. "Enjoy your stay Ms. Nor."

Kamira quickly collected her passport, and
left the customs station to gather her bags. She smiled and shook
her head as she walked. The customs agent had not asked the age old
question of 'Business or pleasure?', and that nagged at Kamira,
deep in the back of her mind. She decided that everyone who came to
Olcai was here for pleasure, so why ask in the first place.

The baggage claim and terminals seemed sparse
for a planet known for tourism and luxury. It was simple and clean.
White walls and floors showed no sign of the thousands of people
that passed through every day. Only a few holograms adorned the
walls, and most of them were simply signs telling people what to
do, or where to go. Kamira quickly found her bags, picked them up,
and left for her hotel.

People of all races crowded the massive open
air walkways that ran in every direction away from the port.
Towering cityscape covered the horizon, giving no sign of the giant
ocean that was Olcai. A few small taxis hovered near the port, but
far enough away that they didn't hinder the pedestrians.

Kamira walked over to a small, blue taxi that
reminded her of a large flying insect. She placed her bags in the
cargo bed that was nestled behind two comfortable looking cloth
seats, and climbed in. The straps rose out of the seat as the
cushions formed to her thin body, and tightly embraced her.

"Destination please." the computerized voice
came from a tiny speaker in the center of the contoured dash
board.

"The Hotel Pantheon please." Kamira replied
as she settled back against the seat, and the taxi rose into the
air. As she rose above the buildings, Kamira could see past the
city, to the endless ocean. It had a deep blue color that reminded
her of the sky over Bakesh. The ocean stretched to the horizon
without being touched by anything but the sky. Kamira closed her
eyes and thought of her husband and the quirky smile that he had
used when last she had seen him. 'This is going to work.' he had
assured her, but the look in his eyes begged her to hurry. She
closed her eyes and thought about the things that she needed to do.
First she would check in at the hotel and have some lunch, and then
she would find the ones that she needed to talk to. Hopefully they
would listen.

"Please be advised that we will be landing
momentarily at the Hotel Pantheon. Thank you for using Air Cab
Services, and have a wonderful stay." the computer interrupted her
thoughts. She opened her eyes as the taxi landed. The hotel was
enormous. It stretched high enough into the sky, that Kamira
thought that it might block the sun. Only after looking for the end
of the giant building, did she realize that the Hotel Pantheon
wrapped around the courtyard that she had landed in. Green grass
and trees decorated the expansive courtyard, trying and failing to
provide a natural feel in an artificial place.

Kamira stepped out of the taxi and collected
her bags. As soon as she stepped away the taxi sped into the air,
leaving her in the courtyard.

"Welcome to the Hotel Pantheon. How may I be
of service?" a uniformed Olcai called from behind her. It blinked
its large, round eyes as it waited for Kamira's answer.

"I have a reservation here." Kamira said,
turning to find who the voice belonged to. She looked down at the
diminutive alien and smiled. Its onyx black skin glistened in the
sunlight, lending the Olcai a perpetually wet appearance.

"Excellent. Please place your thumb on the
screen, and I will be happy to escort you to your suite, or I can
arrange to have your bags taken to your suite and you will be free
to come and go as you choose." It held out a small black pad with a
blue screen on the top.

Kamira placed her thumb on the screen. "I
think I'll have you take my bags, and I'm going to get some lunch.
I'm starving." she smiled.

"Thank you for your cooperation Ms. Nor. Your
suite is number 2347." the Olcai put the pad away. "There is a food
court near here that serves excellent cuisine. Have a pleasant
stay." the Olcai pointed her in the right direction, and then took
her bags to her suite. Kamira turned toward the gilded doors that
dominated the courtyard, and went in search of a decent
restaurant.

She walked quickly through the doors, already
thinking, planning her agenda. First she would eat, and then she
would find the city center and look for a representative that she
could actually talk to. She moved quickly but her instincts told
her that this was going to take some time. Time was a luxury that
Kamira feared she did not have.

Potted trees and marble statues from Olcai's
finest artists lined the halls of the hotel. The streets were
filled with people of all races. Massive, silver skinned Malgars
lumbered along, deceptively agile for their size. A few humans
walked here and there, darting between a myriad of shops and
eateries, while dark skinned Caldonians strolled down the walkways,
and the Olcai tried desperately to serve them all.

Kamira eased herself into the throng of
people. The pace was quick, and it did not take long before she
found what she had been looking for. Dozens of restaurants ringed
the open expanse of tables. The number of choices for food was
staggering. Here in one place, you could have anything from across
the galaxy.

The intoxicating aromas of exotic spices,
mixed with fruits and meat wafted into the air. Small tables dotted
the open expanse of the courtyard. A few of the tables on the other
side were empty, but most had patrons either savoring a delicious
meal, or engaged in an unknown conversation. Kamira picked her way
through the maze, toward an open table when something caught her
eye.

A single familiar face rose to the surface in
a sea of strangers. Sitting alone at a table was a woman that she
had not seen in a long time.

 


 


 


Chapter 3

The
Resistance Star Ship Redemption hung motionless in the blackness of
space above the blue gem that was Olcai. Her elongated hull was
smooth, except for a few bulbous protrusions scattered over the
surface of the ship, and the mighty engines in the rear. She had a
powerful presence that belied her elegant shape. Black burn marks
marred her otherwise tan hull. Small spidery repair drones
skittered across the hull, repairing the battle damage. The drones
were built in modular sections with a large rectangular body that
housed the Matter Reclamation Unit that the drones used to repair
the ship. A series of appendages were attached at each corner of
the body, allowing the drones to perform whatever tasks were
needed.

Captain Jason McWilliams stood up behind his
desk, and stretched. His dark gray uniform clung to his body,
showing a few dark patches of sweat. He had been sitting for what
seemed like an eternity, and the muscles of his large frame were
starting to protest. Jason's mind reeled with casualty reports,
repair deadlines, missing his wife, and progress reports. Nothing
was simple anymore. Each and every detail needed his attention and
there wasn't enough time in the day to accomplish everything.

"Angel, give me an update on the repairs." he
told the AI as he ran his hand over his face. Dark red stubble had
started to grow on his chin, and it annoyed him. There had barely
been enough time for him to sleep and shower, let alone other
niceties like shaving and eating.

"Captain, the repairs are proceeding as
scheduled. The repairs would go faster if our Chief Engineer were
still on board." the voice came from the hologram of a petite, red
haired woman dressed in a form fitting black jumpsuit. The look in
her eyes made Jason wince. Though she was only a hologram, he still
did not want to face her anger.

"Point taken." Jason paced around his ready
room. The ache in his muscles started to fade as he moved. "How are
the repairs to the hyper-drive stabilizer coming?"

"The repairs will take approximately two more
days." Angel softened her tone slightly. "Captain, as the Executive
Officer, it is my duty to point out a lapse in judgment by the
Captain, and I believe that Sending Commander Nor down to the
planet, was a mistake."

"I understand that Angel, but as you pointed
out before, it is the Captains prerogative to place personnel where
they are needed, and right now Commander Nor is needed on Olcai. We
agreed that Kamira had the highest chance of success in gaining the
materials we need from the Olcai." he smiled at the memory he had
of Kamira, standing next to him in the Temple of the Wind, her
hands clasped firmly in his as the High Priest read their marriage
vows. At that moment though, he wished that the Olcai weren't so
firmly committed to being anti-military.

"Yes Sir. Unfortunately Commander Nor is the
logical choice." Angel looked away from her Captain. "Sir, a
problem has just been reported with the shield generators. It
appears that they were damaged more severely than the initial
inspections indicated. Repair estimates are now twenty seven
hours."

"Great. Weapons are off line, and we have no
shields. Not to mention that our hyper-drive is malfunctioning."
Jason scowled, and slammed a fist onto his desk. In his experience
things generally got worse before they got better. His gut told him
that this would be no exception. Why did he feel that he had gone
from the frying pan, and into the fire?

Jason took a deep breath, held it, then
exhaled slowly before he sat down at his desk. "Alright Angel, we
need to reprioritize the repairs. Stop work on the more trivial
repairs, and use those assets to assist in the higher priority
tasks. After one problem is fixed, go to the next one."

"Yes sir. The most trivial repairs have been
completed. I have already allocated the drones for the most
efficient use." Angel smiled a tight lipped smile that could have
been mistaken for a grimace.

"How are the Marines?" he had been meaning to
go down to sickbay, but the constant barrage of problems had kept
him chained to his office.

"The last one was cleared for duty twenty
minutes ago Sir." Angel studied her Captain as she spoke. "I
believe that Major Narja has the battalion assisting with
repairs."

Jason thought about the Major, and how he had
performed at the Battle of Bakesh. Narja was the definition of a
Marine's Marine. He was formidable, adaptable, and above all,
dependable. Jason didn't actually know what he would do without the
Caldonian.

"Thank you." Jason forced himself to focus on
the reports that littered his desk. He sat there for a moment
before he dismissed Angel, and picked up a report on the progress
of the hull repairs.

After the artificial intelligence departed,
Jason sighed and ran his hand through his unruly red hair. His ship
had taken a beating in the Battle of Bakesh. The smoke had barely
cleared from the battle and already the news and fame was spreading
throughout the galaxy. Even the High Command was treating him
differently.

In reality, the Hero of Bakesh was nothing
more than a desperate man trying to make things right.

 


 


 


Chapter 4

T'Sula
Mir fidgeted as she waited for her lunch to arrive. She hadn't
realized just how hungry she actually was. She looked around the
food court, hoping to catch a glimpse of her server with a tray of
food. Her eyes passed the door leading out of the kitchen, and
swept over the remainder of the courtyard. Not finding anything,
she rested her chin on her hand and sighed.

"Praise the Gods, I never thought to see you
here." a familiar voice called from the side of her table.

T'Sula brushed her hair out of her eyes as
she looked toward the voice. "Oh my." was all she could say when
she took in the sight. Standing barely a meter away was a petite
young Bakeeron woman with dark brown hair, and jewels adorning her
ears and nose. She wore a light colored robe and sandals that
looked to be incredibly comfortable.

"Long time, no see." Kamira smiled. "Can I
join you?"

"Of course! I'm sorry, I guess I... How have
you been?" T'Sula stammered as she stood up and hugged her cousin.
"It's been so long."

"Five years." Kamira told her, pulling out
the other chair at the table. "What's good here?"

"I ordered the vegetable lasagna. Don't ask
me how anything is, because I really don't have a clue." T'Sula
beamed. "My lunch should be here any minute." T'Sula looked around
again for her server.

"Lasagna sounds too big." Kamira looked at
the menu. "I think I'll try tomato soup. I've heard that it's
delicious." she said as she placed here order with the
computer.

T'Sula could not stop staring at her cousin.
The jewels sparkled in the sunlight, and seemed to shine through
Kamira's eyes. "When did you get married, and why didn't you invite
me?" her smile showed that her vacation had just gotten better than
she had ever expected. "I want to know all the details, and I do
mean all of them."

"Well, he's a Starship Captain." Kamira
started. Her smile grew wider and her eyes brightened as if they
could outshine the sun.

"I apologize for the intrusion, but which one
of you ordered the lasagna?" an Olcai asked as T'Sula motioned for
the server to bring her the food. "I am truly sorry. We are
understaffed today." the Olcai placed its hand on T'Sula's.

"Ow." T'Sula jerked her hand away, seeing a
red spot on the back of hand. "What did you do?"

"I apologize. Please enjoy your lunch." the
Olcai bowed and hurried away.

"Did you see that? He, she, or whatever
gender they are, left a red mark on my hand." T'Sula showed her
hand to Kamira.

"I don't think that the Olcai have a gender."
Kamira smiled. "You'll be alright."

"I know. I'm just a little irritated." T'Sula
took a bite of her lunch. "At least the food's good." She tried to
relax and enjoy her unexpected visitor. Never had she imagined that
she would find Kamira, without having to track her down. After
everything that had happened lately, finally there was something to
smile about.

"A Starship Captain huh?" T'Sula took another
bite of her lasagna. "Is he cute?"

"A human Starship Captain." Kamira told her,
blushing a little. "I know, you probably don't approve, but I love
him. And yes, he is cute. In a bull in a China shop sort of
way."

T'Sula paused, letting the smile drop from
her face. "Actually, I do approve. I've had a few human friends,
and I think that the right one is the right one. No matter what
race they are. It doesn't matter where someone comes from, or what
they look like. What matters, is who they are inside." she sipped
her cappuccino. "I met a human a few years ago, and I think that he
and I could have had a relationship. If I could see him again, I
would probably, I don't know what would happen." T'Sula sighed. "I
miss the way he made me laugh." The memory made her smile. "Raul
used to joke around a lot. When we went on missions together, he
always found a way to cook some exotic meal for us. That's how I
found lasagna, Raul made it for me." She took a bite of her
lunch.

"Well, if you see him, let me check him out.
I want to make sure that my cousin is in good hands." Kamira smiled
and looked around.

"You won't. He's dead." T'Sula closed her
eyes as Raul's memory came rushing back.

"I'm sorry T'Sula, I didn't know." Kamira
apologized.

"It's alright Kam." T'Sula sighed. "He died
on my last mission. The Ta'Reeth killed him." A tear rolled gently
down her cheek.

Smoke filled the sky as a loud roar filled
the food court. Intricately carved statues toppled from rooftops
high above the food court and crashed to the ground. Shards of
stone exploded from the once beautiful statues, and ripped into
people and shop fronts. The ground shook hard enough to topple
tables and shatter windows, as an explosion ripped through the
front of the restaurant that T'Sula had ordered from. Debris shot
out, away from the restaurant, and imbedded in the walls of the
other side of the food court. A hundred people died instantly,
either from the flames, or the flying debris.

"Get down!" T'Sula ordered. She dove to
ground, away from the screaming crowd. "Are you alright?" she asked
as Kamira dove beside her.

"I'm fine." Kamira covered her ears, trying
to block out the screaming of the other patrons. "What's going
on?"

"Seems like a bomb of some sort." T'Sula
surveyed the scene. People ran in all directions, screaming and
bloody. Smoke and debris surrounded the restaurant. Bodies from a
dozen different races littered the food court. "Come on. Let's see
if we can help anyone." T'Sula pushed herself to her feet, and then
helped Kamira before running toward an injured Caldonian.

The Caldonian moaned and thrashed as T'Sula
searched her from head to toe for wounds. T'Sula gently touched and
probed as she searched, and found a shard of glass protruding from
the victims back, just under the ribs. Fearful that removing the
glass may cause more damage, T'Sula ripped a length of fabric from
the woman’s tunic. She then wrapped it around the victims’ stomach,
and used the remainder of the makeshift bandage to tie the glass
securely in place, so that it would not move and cause a fatal
wound.

T'Sula glanced over at Kamira. Her cousin was
tying a tourniquet around the stump of a Bakeeron mans arm. Gods
how she had changed. She was no longer the little girl she
remembered, but a grown woman in her own right. T'Sula blinked away
her musings and focused on the chaos at hand. The Caldonian would
live until she could get proper medical attention.

T'Sula Mir forced herself to her feet and
went to the next casualty. She found a severely burned Olcai
writhing on the ground. The alien’s skin had blistered instantly
from the heat of the blast. "Help me." It cried with blood spurting
from its mouth. It was the Olcai that had served her lunch.

"Help is on the way." T'Sula tried to comfort
the dying Olcai. The blood on its chin had escaped its blistered
lungs. She watched helplessly as the small alien convulsed one last
time and died. T'Sula held a ragged breath for a moment, and then
searched for someone else that she could help.

 


 


 


Chapter 5

"Captain, there has been a disturbance on the
planet." Angel appeared in Captain McWilliams' ready room, her face
stern and her voice urgent. "It appears that a bomb has exploded in
a restaurant."

"Show me." he watched as a hologram appeared
above his desk. It showed smoke billowing from the front of a
ruined building. People wandered around in front of the restaurant,
confused and injured. Bodies were strewn across the ground like
broken dolls suffering the wrath of a child. "Magnify the image."
he ordered. Instantly the image grew larger, and the details
sharpened. He could see faces in the crowd. Faces stained with
anguish, soot and blood. Law enforcement robots and medical drones
tried to gather and tend to the wounded without much success.

"Angel, contact the local authorities, and
offer our assistance." Jason told the AI as the hologram of Olcai
cut out. He drummed his fingers against the top of his desk. During
his time as Captain, Jason had grown accustomed to Angel's nearly
instantaneous responses, and having to wait on her was never a good
sign.

"I am unable to comply Captain. The
transmission has been blocked." Angel replied after a few moments.
"Sir, I am receiving an audio only signal. Would you like to hear
it Sir?"

"Put it through." Jason told her as he
settled back into his chair. The hairs on the back of his neck
stood on end at the sound of the voice. There was a menace to it
that he had hoped that he would never have to face. There would be
no reasoning with the person behind the voice. No, the time for
that was long gone.

"This is a warning. You have until noon
tomorrow to provide that which was stolen from us. No one will
enter or leave Olcai. Any deviance will result in death. Submit now
and bow before your Ta'Reeth masters." a garbled voice resonated
through the room.

Jason rested his head in his hands. "Angel,
our schedule has just been shot to hell. We need to be combat ready
in twelve hours or less."

"Understood Sir. I am adjusting the work load
accordingly." Angel watched her Captain with interest. She knew the
threat that they now faced, and was wary of what she knew must
come.

"Also, I need any information on the
Ta'Reeth, and the lunatic support groups that they have." Jason
sighed. Memories ran rampant through his mind. The fleet of organic
ships that filled the sky over Bakesh, intent on nothing more than
domination and destruction haunted his dreams, and nearly every
waking moment. That is what a conflict with the Ta'Reeth amounted
to. Either you were crushed under their feet, or you became a slave
to the whim your new master's. Most people chose to die. He had
seen it too many times, had felt the terror race through his body
too often to let these monsters crush another planet, another
Earth.

"Angel, put me through to Command." he
ordered, then sat back in his chair. Fatigue flooded through his
body borne by a stress that only a commanding officer could know. A
moment later the hologram of Olcai was replaced with the image of
an old, dignified Malgar. His features were sharp, giving his gray
skin an edge that no other species could achieve. The insignia on
his uniform identified him as an Admiral.

"Captain McWilliams, I hope that this is
important." Admiral Ansyns voice rumbled over the speakers.

"Admiral, I'm sending a file to you. You
should be receiving it momentarily." Captain McWilliams touched a
button on his keyboard and waited for a response from the Admiral.
He watched as the Malgar played the scene from Olcai. His eyes grew
hard as the scene came to an end and the bodiless voice spoke.

"Captain, this is a serious matter. I know
the condition that your ship is in, but we can't send any
reinforcements right now. We're spread too thin, and we simply
can't spare any ships. I'm sorry." Admiral Ansyn sighed. "You'll
have to handle the situation as best as you can."

"Understood sir." Jason grimaced. He had
expected as much. "I would appreciate any assistance that you can
provide." It took considerable effort to hold his temper in check.
Eviscerating the Admiral with the words and thoughts that he wanted
so desperately to use would serve no purpose. No, he told himself,
holding his tongue was the best thing for him to do.

"I will do what I can Captain, but right now
it isn't much." the Admiral shook his head and smiled a thin smile.
"The Hero of Bakesh should be able to handle something like this by
himself. Ansyn out."

Jason watched in frustration as the Admiral
signed off and disappeared. He touched a button on his desk, and
brought the destruction of Olcai back into view. This time he did
the work himself, without the aid of Angel. Jason studied the image
for a few minutes, and then magnified the crowd of injured people.
Many of them would be scarred for life. He knew from experience
that the worst scars were the ones that he could not see in the
hologram. The worst scars were the ones that these people would
carry inside themselves for the rest of their lives.

Jason watched as the police tried to assist
the injured, and to keep the semblance of peace. His breath caught
in his throat when he saw two women among the people, trying to
help how and where they could. Sitting up straight, Jason magnified
the women. He let out a breath that he had not realized that he was
holding when his wife's face came into focus. She was clearly
scared, but at least she wasn't injured in any other way. Kamira
said something that he couldn't understand, and then he saw the
other woman's face. It was T'Sula Mir.

A tight smile crossed his lips. The last time
he had seen her, they had worked together to save his city. A
million people owed their lives to T'Sula, and he owed her a debt
himself. Jason relaxed ever so slightly. Kamira's chances had just
improved tenfold.

Home Station was a mining colony, set high in
the atmosphere of a gas giant. The city floated in the sky,
harvesting gasses and shipping them throughout the galaxy. It
seemed like an eternity since he had been the Constable there, in
the seemingly safe confines of Home Station. He had thought that
the city was safe, until T'Sula Mir had arrived and woke him from
his dream.

His world, his existence was now entirely
different. Marriage and command of a starship were things that had
never been meant for Jason McWilliams, yet both had happened. Fate
had a cruel sense of humor. A man had to become more than the sum
of his experiences, or die.

"Angel move us into the debris field. I want
us to be hidden, but close enough to monitor Olcai." Jason
instructed the A.I.

"Yes sir." was the only reply that Angel
gave, as Redemption began to slip quietly through space. With her
mighty engines under repair, Angel relied entirely on the ships
thrusters to move into the protection of the debris field.

Jason studied a hologram of Olcai and the
surrounding star system. There were only a handful of planets, and
all but Olcai could never support life. He highlighted the images
of a dozen starships that were in the system. Each of the ships
readily identified themselves as luxury transports, and freely gave
crew and passenger manifests.

It took Jason only a moment to check the
ships and personnel for links to the different fringe groups that
supported the Ta'Reeth. Everything came back clean. He weighed his
options, then after explaining why, he asked the ships Captains to
leave the system.

In only a few moments, Redemption was the
only starship left near Olcai.

 


 


 


Chapter 6

The
blast had been much larger than T'Sula had realized. The beautiful
glass and stone from the front of the restaurants had become
shrapnel, lacerating and bludgeoning hundreds of people in the
blink of an eye. Many of the wounded were unconscious and bleeding
heavily, leaving only a handful of people, most of whom were dazed
by the blast themselves, to care for them.

Sirens pierced the smoke filled air as T’Sula
Mir tended to yet another victim. Her hands had long since gone
slick with the blood of innocents. The carnage from the simple, but
powerful bomb forced her to recall her training. The explosion had
ripped apart a peaceful afternoon, free from the savagery of
fighting a brutal war. T'Sula had thought, had hoped that she had
found a brief respite from fighting for survival. After all,
survival was all that anyone could hope for. Survival meant more
than riches, more than fame, and more than any other thing, except
freedom.

Freedom was the one thing that could not
exist in the galaxy. Freedom from fear was a luxury that not even
the wealthiest denizens on any of the worlds knew. There was always
fear. Fear of the Ta'Reeth, and fear of the extremist factions that
supported them. They had taken the galaxy by force and either
killed or enslaved everyone and everything in their path. T'Sula
could not understand them. She only knew that they were the enemy
and that was purpose enough for her.

No one knew where the Ta'Reeth came from, or
why they did what they did, moving from one star system to the next
and conquering each one as they moved through the galaxy. They had
come from nowhere. The first planet to fall had once been the
mightiest. Earth had been first, followed by all of her colonies.
Now her people were little more than refugees. Only a handful of
worlds were left free now, but it was only a matter of time before
they too fell to the Ta'Reeth. Nothing could oppose them for long.
It was all that anyone could do to slip away and survive for
another day.

T'Sula worked diligently as she tried to help
those that she could. She knelt next to a wounded Olcai. Its eyes
were glazed over and it was showing signs of shock.

"Where does it hurt the worst?" she asked,
not expecting a reply. "I'm here to help you. I need to check you
for injuries. Please don't be alarmed." T'Sula gently ran her hands
over the Olcai, searching for anything that was wrong. She found a
broken leg and numerous abrasions, but nothing more.

"You'll be alright." T'Sula told the little
alien as she made a splint and secured it to the broken leg. After
the leg was splinted, she raised unbroken leg, bending it at the
knee, and treated the Olcai for shock.

Near the Olcai lay a young Bakeeron man, his
face a mask of blood and pain. T'Sula quietly knelt beside him and
started to check him for injuries. Blood soaked his clothes and
stained the ground. T'Sula brushed back his blood matted hair and
found the carotid artery. She gently placed two fingers against his
neck and searched for a pulse. After searching for what seemed an
eternity, she found that he had no pulse. She closed her eyes,
fighting back an angry scream, and then gently closed the dead
man's eyes.

"T'Sula, come here for a moment." Kamira
straightened herself after kneeling next to a wounded Malgar. The
man had his own silver blood oozing from a wound near his
temple.

"What is it?" T'Sula asked, wiping blood and
grime from her hands as she stood. She sighed, forcing herself not
to look at the dead man at her feet. How many people had to die?
Millions had died already throughout the galaxy and more would soon
follow. It seemed inevitable, and it weighed heavily on T'Sula's
heart. She forced the thoughts from her mind, and focused on
helping the people around her. There were so many wounded, and so
few people that could help. Any second that her thoughts wandered,
another innocent person could die.

"I need help moving this man." Kamira pointed
to the massive Malgar. He easily massed more than both of the
Bakeeron women combined. "He's going to need proper medical
attention. If we could move him to the aid station, he may live."
Kamira motioned toward a tent that had been erected on the far side
of the courtyard. The station consisted of little more than a tent
filled with a few tables and well intentioned volunteers that did
triage and applied a few bandages. Proper medical facilities around
the city were preparing to receive the massive influx of patients,
and ambulances were supposedly on their way.

"Commander Mir, Commander Nor, please come
with Me." a large, blue police drone interrupted as it descended
from above. Red and blue lights, mounted on either side of its
head, flashed as it stopped and hovered a meter above the ground.
Its bright blue body glistened in the sun while the women struggled
to move the unconscious Malgar.

"Sure, we'll come with you. After we get this
man some medical attention." T'Sula looked angrily at the drone.
She hoisted one of the Malgars arms over her shoulder and struggled
to move him.

"Allow me." the police drone said in a deep
monotone as it landed in front of them. The drone reached out its
arms, and gently took the man from T'Sula and Kamira. "Follow me."
it ordered as it took to the air, hovering just above their heads,
before it flew to the aid station. T'Sula and Kamira followed close
behind, picking their way through the wounded and dead.

Moans from injured men and women laid siege
to T'Sula's ears on the walk to the aid station. She closed her
eyes and tried unsuccessfully to shut out the all too familiar
sound. Her heart broke with each new cry for mercy until tears
rolled freely down her cheeks.

The women watched quietly as the drone landed
and placed the injured Malgar on a stretcher. T'Sula shook her head
slightly as the antigravity units on the stretcher groaned under
the strain of the Malgar's bulk. The drone paused for a moment, and
then led the women away from the aid station. T'Sula and Kamira
paused before following the drone, and looked back at the
carnage.

Without saying a word, T'Sula placed a hand
on Kamira's shoulder, then followed the police drone away from the
chaos.

Makeshift barriers surrounded the entrance to
one of the small shops located at the far end of the pavilion. A
pair of drones stood watch, one on each side of a single wooden
door. A freshly painted sign, labeling the shop as 'Dursa's
Caldonian Eatery' hung above the entry.

 


 


 


Chapter 7

Smoke
choked the air like an ominous cloud, obscuring the Wraith's view
of the beautiful chaos below. He clung effortlessly to the side of
the burning building, high above the courtyard and invisible to the
naked eye. No one knew that he was there, watching the wonderful,
beautiful destruction, the parade of death that it had given to the
undeserving cretins below. It made no noise as it moved slowly down
the wall to the courtyard. A Caldonian male almost bumped into him
as he neared the ground, but his reflexes were a gift to which he
had grown accustomed.

The scent of charred flesh permeated the air.
The Wraith reveled in the majesty of the destruction. There was
power in the taking of lives, but not enough to sate a growing
appetite. Wounded vermin lay strewn across the ground with others
wasting their time and energy in futile attempts at salvation.
Perfect chaos displayed its glorious majesty amid the throng of
putrid infidels.

The Wraith quietly slipped through the mass
of denizens, and into the protection of the shadows. With the
attention of the police fixed on the bombing, he was free to
further his own agenda.

Walking quickly toward the ocean he smiled to
himself. He may have lost the item, but vengeance had a sweet
flavor. These creatures, these unworthy Olcai would pay most dearly
for his humiliation, stealing away the treasure that he had secured
for his masters. As dearly as Olcai would pay, it was nothing
compared to what he was going to do to her.

She had discovered his plans for his
salvation. His efforts had been in vain. She had found him and
fought him, then left him to die. Little did she know that
vengeance was his. His masters, the Ta'Reeth, had found him and
given him new life, a new purpose. Service to them was salvation,
and he served well.

The gentle ocean breeze let the Wraith know
that he was not far from the edge of the city. He kept to the
shadows, staying out of the path of people rushing to the city
center. They were presumably intent on assisting the worthless
souls at the courtyard. A complete waste of time.

Buildings grew shorter as he approached the
ocean. The great blue expanse covered the entire planet, except for
the six cities. The Olcai had placed each city on each side of an
invisible box, then filled it with water and formed it into a
sphere.

Standing on the precipice of the city, the
ocean spread out in front of him. A thousand meters straight down
from where he stood, the water churned against the ancient wall of
the city.

The Wraith quietly lowered himself over the
side and began to climb down the wall. Years of exposure to the sea
air had pitted and colored the wall a mottled brown. He climbed
until he reached an open hanger near the lapping waves.

The hanger was old and large enough to
comfortably hold a medium sized freighter. Inside the hanger was
empty except for a few crates of various sizes, shapes and colors
that lined the walls. At the far end of the hanger was a door.

His suit performed well, clinging to the
outer wall, and then to the hanger ceiling before he dropped
gracefully to the floor. Most of the light in the hanger came from
outside. A few lights flickered here and there, but mostly the
hanger had to be used for storage.

A slight swagger entered his step as he
walked to the door. His confidence ran high after the bombing. He
had successfully planted the bomb and no one had seen him. The
infidel thief was dead and he had taken its life. Unfortunately, he
had not been able to retrieve what had been stolen, but that
problem would be remedied soon enough.

He reached the door and pressed the pressure
plate. The door silently swung open, revealing a long, deserted
hallway. A few doors lined the hall. The rooms behind them were
filled with boxes and crates and little more. The hall stretched
into the distance until he could not see the end.

The Wraith traveled in silence and unseen
well beyond sight of the door. He would enjoy watching the Olcai
suffer. It was their destiny to suffer. They had built this
monstrosity, this mechanical planet. The masters had told him
this.

Two silhouettes began to take shape in the
distance. First they developed legs, then arms, and finally each
formed a head. They were rather short, suggesting that the forms
belonged to a pair of Olcai standing guard.

The Wraith slowed almost to a stop, studying
the silhouettes. Each form possessed a weapon. From the distance
they looked to be carrying an archaic projectile weapon. The
weapons consisted of a metal barrel and a composite stock that
would fit neatly into the pocket of the shoulder.

He crept to the left wall, since the right
held a door, and climbed up to the ceiling. Only a sight shimmer of
darkness showed his passing as he crawled past the guards, and
dropped silently to floor behind them. He then reached out and
placed a hand on the chin of each guard, and violently pulled his
hands back. An audible crack resounded through the otherwise silent
corridor. The guards’ bodies faced forward with their lifeless eyes
looking straight at the Wraith before he released them and watched
them crumple to the floor.

Death was an experience not to be wasted. He
savored the thrill of extinguishing life, it filled his empty soul.
He did not fear death. His masters had taught him that death was
but another chance to serve them, whether in dying or in taking a
life that was not his. No remorse or feeling, save for the joy of
service to the Ta'Reeth entered him anymore. They had seen to that,
as well as to other things.

He breathed deeply then turned to the door.
It opened easily with the use of the pressure plate imbedded in the
wall to the right. A simple, round room lay beyond. Tools hung on
hooks lining the wall, at a height low enough for an Olcai to
easily reach. In the center of the otherwise open floor was a
mechanical lift that stood nearly as tall as he did. The old, iron
sides of the lift were pitted and rusted with age.

The Wraith stepped into the open lift. Solid
walls with snaking slots cut in them matched the floor and ceiling.
Black fabric straps snaked through the floor and walls to wrap
around him and fasten him in place. Once he was secure, the lift
slowly dropped, clanking and screeching through the floor. It
clanked downward until it was clear of the floor, and then shook to
a stop. A heavy metal door slid into position and sealed the hole
left in the floor by the lift.

A powerful blast of air, one that would have
torn the Wraith free of the lift had he not been strapped in place,
rocketed the lift toward the center of Olcai. It gained velocity at
an astounding rate. Air ripped past the projectile, threatening to
tear free anything that it touched. Moments stretched into eternity
as the lift sped downward. No light reflected off the solitary
lift, none could enter the enclosed maintenance shaft.

The lift began to slow as it approached the
core. Air cushioned the descent before the lift clanked to a
jarring stop. A large door slid away and the lift moved again. The
lift dropped a few meters, and then settled to the floor. After it
stopped moving, the straps released the Wraith and disappeared into
the slots in the walls, ceiling, and floor.

When the lift doors opened, the Wraith
stepped out of the confining space, and into a room filled with
computers and workstations. It only took a moment for him to cross
the room and access one of the computers. The computers were
simple, nearly archaic. He worked quickly, separating the security
protocols from the rest of the systems. Once he had the security
system separated, he set the diagnostic program to run. He hoped
that would take over an hour to run.

The Wraith stepped away from the computer and
headed for a door located on the far wall. He pressed the pressure
plate and quickly stepped through the open door. On the other side
of the door another lift stood waiting. This lift had no walls,
only a railing that stood waist high, and wrapped all the way
around. Two gray composite rails, one on either side of the lift,
descended to the giant sphere a thousand meters below.

It was simple enough to climb over the side
if the lift. The climb to the sphere was easy and passed quickly.
He reached the sphere and smiled to himself. Retribution would be
swift for the Olcai, and he was more than happy to provide it.

There was barely space to maneuver across the
surface of the sphere which was covered in a series of tubing,
dials, cables, and valves. Each set of tubes and cables connected
to the next, creating a circuit that encompassed the entire sphere.
The Wraith dug into a pocket and removed a clear, membranous sack
filled with a gelatinous substance.

He placed the sack on a valve, and then broke
it open. The gel oozed down the valve until it touched the threads
of the pipe. It paused, and then squeezed onto the threads, and
into the valve. He smiled and moved to another valve and repeated
what he had just done. After finishing with the second valve, the
Wraith returned to the rails and began his ascent to the
surface.

 


 


 


Chapter 8

The shop
was clean and nearly empty. A few old fashioned paintings of
various landscapes hung on the otherwise unadorned white walls.
Most of the paintings were pastels in broad, impressionist strokes.
A few of the pieces were different. The scenes of the Caldon Lava
Fields radiated a powerful, darker energy that was captured by the
highly detailed brush strokes of the Caldonian renaissance. The
lava seemed to radiate heat as it cooled and was formed into homes
for the Caldonians.

Old style lights, decorated with
multi-colored glass panels, hung from the ceiling giving ample
light for the customers that frequented the quaint restaurant.
Booths with simple rectangular tables and red padded benches ran
the length of the walls. In the center of the cafe sat a round
table with a dour looking Olcai as its only occupant.

"Thank you for coming. Please join me for a
drink." the Olcai casually motioned for them to sit. "I am
Commissioner Valche."

"To what do we owe the honor Commissioner?"
T'Sula asked as she pulled out a chair. Kamira quietly sat beside
her, watching the door.

"What would you like to drink?" The
diminutive alien looked at them, ignoring the question. Valche's
uniform was a dull gray, with a simple gold braid around the right
wrist. There were no visible pockets or fastening devices of any
kind on the uniform.

"Water will be fine." Kamira said without
taking her eyes from the door.

"Water please." T'Sula echoed before she
glanced at her cousin. Kamira shook her head slightly and then
glanced around the room.

The Commissioner motioned for a server to
bring the water, and looked at T'Sula. "What do you know about what
happened here today, Commander Mir?" the small alien sighed.

"I can only guess at this point." T'Sula
sipped her water. "Unless there's something that I don't know, I
would say it was a threat of some sort."

"Commander Nor, what do you think?" the Olcai
asked before looking at her.

"I don't know anything about these things.
I'm an engineer, not a police officer." she shook her head. "What I
do know is that my ship is in orbit, and in need of repair. A lot
of innocent people were hurt today, and someone needs to pay it.
Redemption can help, but we need access to the raw materials in the
debris field."

"Commander Nor, I am a peace officer, not a
diplomat. Therefore I am not authorized to grant that request.
However, I will do what I can to get the authorization that you
need for your ship." Commissioner Valche sighed. "Ladies, what I am
about to show you is sensitive information. Please do not discuss
this with anyone." a dark shroud dropped from the ceiling, closing
the table off from all outside sources. A hologram came up from the
center of the small table, casting an ethereal glow on their
faces.

T'Sula saw herself sitting at a small table
in the food court. People milled about, without any discernable
destination. She watched as Kamira walked up to her table, and
spoke to her for the first time in years. They waited for their
food, and she watched the server as it touched her hand. Everything
seemed normal, until the explosion ripped the peaceful atmosphere
apart.

Immediately after the explosion, the hologram
stopped. A voice cut into the silence. It was altered, probably
from some form of electronic device covering the actual voice.
"This is a warning. You have until noon tomorrow to return that
which was stolen from us. No one will enter or leave Olcai. Any
deviance will result in death. Submit now and bow before your
Ta'Reeth masters." the voice echoed in T'Sula's mind, moving her at
her core.

"So, the Ta'Reeth are taking responsibility
for the bombing?" T'Sula asked.

"No." Commissioner Valche moved in its seat.
"Whoever is responsible for the bombing has some sort of ties to
them, but they have not taken responsibility for it."

"They said that something was stolen from
them, and they want it back. Obviously it's important, otherwise,
why resort to bombing?" Kamira interrupted.

"Are you sure you aren't a police officer,
Commander?" Valche asked. "You are correct. Something was taken,
and they want it back. The problem is that we have no idea what it
is."

"All right Commissioner." T'Sula placed her
hands on the table and rubbing the red spot on her hand. "What do
you want from us? You command the police, so I don't see what you
could need from me or Kamira." her voice grew a little cold. "You
obviously did a background check on us before you had us brought
here, and I don't particularly appreciate that. If you want
something from me, ask me for it. Otherwise, I'm leaving."

"Very well then Commander Mir. I would like
for both of you to assist in the investigation." Commissioner
Valche matched T'Sula's tone. "Both you and Commander Nor are
veterans. You have both survived conflicts with the Ta'Reeth, which
as you know, is a rare thing. I need you to help Olcai to survive
this. My officers are little more than hotel security guards, and
are not equipped to deal with this situation."

"O.K." Kamira sighed. "I need to contact my
ship. After that I'll be free to do as I need to. Besides, whoever
did this needs to pay. I'm in."

"Commander, I do not believe that will be
possible for some time. Communication channels have been severed
and we have not been able to reestablish them." Valche blinked
rapidly in frustration.

"Fine. I'm in. I just have one question."
T'Sula glanced at her cousin.

"And what would that be?" Commissioner Valche
cocked one bulbous eye at her.

"Are you a man or a woman?" T'Sula asked with
a cold smile as Kamira almost fell out her chair.

"I am neither." Commissioner Valche looked
slightly angry. "I believe that we have work to do."

Kamira picked herself up off the floor, and
quickly ran her hands over her robes to smooth them out. She
glanced at T'Sula and quietly shook her head. T'Sula shrugged, as a
slight smile crept across her lips.

"If the two of you are through joking at my
expense, I suggest that we begin our investigation." Commissioner
Valche walked towards the rear of the small eatery.

"Of course Sir, ah, Ma'am, um, I mean,
Commissioner." T'Sula stammered, trying to keep a straight face
before Kamira punched her in the shoulder. "Ow." T'Sula whispered,
rubbing her shoulder.

Commissioner Valche disappeared through a set
of white double doors at the rear of the restaurant.

 


 


 


Chapter 9

Captain
Jason McWilliams strode through the corridors of his ship. Men and
women of the various races that made up his crew quickly stepped to
the side to let the man pass. Repairs were behind schedule, and
Jason was mad. Communications had been cut off from Olcai, and his
wife was on the surface.

A set of large, armored doors parted in front
of him, and Captain McWilliams stepped into the armory. "Major
Narja, a moment please." he waited as a large Caldonian stood, and
handed the weapon that he had been working on to another
marine.

"On my way sir." the Major's leathery skin
glistened in the light as he walked toward the Captain. "What can I
do for you Captain?" his voice was crisp and respectful.

"Walk with me." Jason said as he turned and
walked out of the armory. The Major quickly followed him into the
corridor. "How long have we been together Major?"

"I came on board shortly before the Battle of
Bakesh, Sir." Major Narja straightened his immaculate black uniform
as he walked. The dark color of the uniform accented his leathery
tan skin.

Minutes passed in silence as the two men
walked through the ship. Crewmembers let them pass without a word.
Repair drones of all shapes and sizes ignored them as they went
about the repairs to the ship. Most of the corridors had been
repaired, but a few still had burn marks and other scars.

"Captain, I have an update on the repairs."
Angel said as she appeared in front of them.

"Is it vital to our survival Angel?" Jason
almost scowled. Darkness seemed to radiate from his eyes. He was
focused on a mission and any deviation was simply not
acceptable.

"No Sir. It is about the progress on the
fluctuation in the environmental system." the A.I. informed
them.

"Then it can wait." Jason's voice turned icy,
and he walked through the hologram. Angel flickered then solidified
before she nodded and disappeared. Jason stopped in front of a
door, and paused before opening it. "Care to join me in the gym
Major?"

"Of course Sir." Major Narja paused for a
moment. "Sir, may I ask why you asked me to the Gym?"

"I'll explain inside." a cold smile crept
across the Captain's face as both men entered the Gym.

Inside, the gymnasium was large. Exercise
equipment lined the walls, and an expansive open area dominated the
room. In the center were two lines, approximately a meter apart.
Jason took off his boots, and stood at one line while he waited for
Narja to do the same.

"Is this wise Sir?" Narja stepped to his
line.

"I'll be fine Major." Captain McWilliams
bowed in respect to his opponent. "Don't hold back."

"Yes Sir." Narja bowed in respect and assumed
a ready position. His body was relaxed, with his feet firmly
planted in the deck, and his fists in a guard position in front of
his chest. "When you are ready Sir."

Jason rotated his neck, working out the
kinks, and limbering up his body. The room seemed to expand before
him, and to cease to exist at the same time as he focused on the
Major. He closed his fists. Placing most of his weight on his back
leg, keeping it slightly bent, Jason brought his front foot back so
that it nearly touched the back one at a ninety degree angle.
Slowly he let out a breath, and nodded to his opponent.

Narja attacked with blinding speed. He swept
in, and threw a powerful snap kick straight at Jason's chest. Jason
quickly side stepped, barely avoiding a crushed rib cage. The Major
spun on his front foot, sending a quick sidekick that connected
with the Captains hip. Jason absorbed the impact, and fired back
with a roundhouse kick, aimed at the Major's head.

The Captain's foot grazed the top of the
Major's head. Jason kept his balance after Narja landed a punch to
his leg. Discipline kept both fighters in check as they squared off
again, each searching the other for weaknesses.

After a brief stalemate, Jason shot in, with
a low sweep, sending Narja crashing to the floor. The Major rolled
to the side, barely missing a knee to the abdomen. Narja was on his
feet in a split second, and attacking Jason with a series
devastating blows. Jason countered by closing the distance between
them, taking away Narja's striking ability. Now within arm’s
length, Jason grabbed Narja's head with both hands, holding the
Major in one place. With his hands firmly on the Major's head,
Jason pounded the Caldonians ribs with thundering blows from his
knees.

Pain never entered Major Narja's eyes. He
simply took hold of the Captain's head and rammed his forehead
straight into the other man's nose. Feeling the bone shatter under
the immense impact, Narja watched as Captain McWilliams crumpled to
the floor.

"Sir, are you alright?" Narja knelt beside
his commanding officer.

"Ouch." the Captain touched his shattered
nose. "Nice head butt."

"Thank you Sir." Major Narja extended a
helping hand. "Sir, you need medical attention, as do I."

"Right, but first Narja, I need your help."
Jason gingerly touched his nose again. "I need you to plan for the
invasion, and defense of Olcai. Just in case."

"Understood Sir." Narja paused before they
walked out the door. "Sir, this is the first time that you have
used my name, without any title. I respect you for that, and I also
consider you my friend." without saying another word, the two men
walked to the sickbay.

 


 


 


Chapter 10


Screams pierced the smoke filled air. A hundred voices cried out as
one with a single message. Help us, please help us. T'Sula ran
through the streets frantically searching for the people connected
to the screams.

Buildings erupted in flame and debris as she
ran. The beautiful craftsmanship of the ancient buildings was
reduced to embers and rubble in moments. Her lungs burned from the
smoke and heat, but T'Sula pushed on relentlessly. Innocent people
were dying and it was her call to save them.

A large sandstone home on her right exploded
in flame. The door flew out into the street, barely missing T'Sula.
From inside the burning house came a wail, a desperate cry for
help. T'Sula froze in her tracks. The cry was distinct, much too
desperate for an adult. The cry was a child’s. The cry was a
baby's.

T'Sula bolted for the door. Flames licked at
her clothes and skin as she dove to the floor. The heat blistered
her skin instantly. She could barely see as she crawled towards the
crying. Sweat and tears mixed with smoke and grime as it ran into
T'Sula's eyes. The crying was growing gradually closer until her
fingertips brushed something soft and warm. It was much too large
to be a child. Soft fabric became damp and sticky with cooling
blood.

T'Sula quickly searched the body for a pulse,
but found none, only a bloody mass instead of a woman's chest.
T'Sula forced herself not to pull away, but to continue to search
for the screaming child.

Tucked protectively against the woman's side
was the reason for her life, and her last act as a mother. Wrapped
in a damp cloth lay a screaming child. T'Sula grabbed the baby and
crawled for the door. She kept below the smoke where she could
breathe and see. She crawled out the door and tumbled, coughing
into the street. The wind picked up to nearly a howl, blowing dust,
smoke and debris in all directions. T'Sula glanced up and saw a
ship hovering a meter above the ground.

It was a small ship, barely large enough to
hold the fifty people onboard. The hatch was open with a familiar
figure standing inside. Raul held tight to the ship with one hand,
and reached for her with the other.

T'Sula picked herself up off the ground,
making sure to keep the baby tight against her chest, and ran for
the ship.

"Hurry. We can't set down." Raul called over
the whine of the ship's engines. He grabbed T'Sula's hand and
pulled her onboard as the ship started to rise into the air.

"Who's this?" Raul asked, pointing to the
baby.

"Her name is Mekala." a baritone voice came
into the airlock. "Unfortunately, she's my spawn."

"Hello Nom." T'Sula turned to look at the man
coming towards them. He was slight of build, and decidedly shifty
looking.

"I see that you found my wife." a sneer
crossed his face. "Each time that I think of her, it gets me right
here." he patted his chest then produced a pistol. "It's too bad
the spawn survived."

"No need to act rash." Raul stepped forward
slowly, making no quick movements.

"Shut up." Nom looked at Raul, then shot him
in the chest. Raul's chest exploded in a mist of blood as he fell
to the deck.

"No!" T'Sula screamed. Rage filled her being,
threatening to burn through her and incinerate anything that she
touched. T'Sula held Mekala tightly, and focused on Nom. She spun
quickly and placed a powerful roundhouse kick on the right side of
his head, sending him crashing into the bulkhead and the pistol
flying out into the sky.

"You bastard. Raul was a good man." she
fought to keep the tears out of her eyes. Stepping behind Nom, she
kicked him towards the open hatch. "Now, Mekala will never know her
mother or you." she spun on her back foot for power and placed a
side kick into Nom's chest, breaking a number of ribs. Screaming in
agony, he fell backward grasping for a handhold, and through the
hatch into the open air.

T'Sula knelt next to Raul. She gently touched
his face and cried. He reached up, and grasped her shoulder.

"Wake up." Raul shook her hard. "T'Sula, you
need to wake up." Kamira's voice came from Raul's lips. T'Sula
opened her eyes to see her cousin sitting in the darkness, on a cot
next to her.

T'Sula ran her fingers through her disheveled
hair as she sat up. Blood and grime covered her clothes. She
sighed, and stood up to stretch.

"I'm sorry Kam." a few tears rolled down her
cheeks.

"Bad dream?" Kamira asked, not wanting to
pry.

"It was like reliving Raul's death all over
again." T'Sula sighed. "I was hoping that I would be able to accept
it and move on, but it's so hard."

"I can't tell you how to deal with loss like
this." Kamira took T'Sula's hand in hers. "What I can tell you is
that I love you, and you are always welcome on Redemption."

"Thank you Kam." T'Sula pulled her cousin
into an embrace and held her tightly for a moment. "Let's get this
attack figured out so that we can get on with our lives."

"Alright." Kamira replied before she stood up
and walked to the work station. "Let's do this."

"Kam, can you go over the sensor data from
the restaurant?" T'Sula stood and walked over to the small work
station.

"I don't know how much there is, but I'll go
over everything I can find." Kamira sipped her cup of coffee. It
was starting to get cold, but it was wet, and that's all that
mattered.

"Make sure you look at everything, including
any data coming from outside." T'Sula started to pace around the
small room. It was dimly lit, and sparsely furnished. A small
square window high on the back wall let in a trickle of light.
Overall, it was barely sufficient for two people to work in.
"Where's your ship?"

"In orbit. Why?" Kamira looked puzzled. The
dim light gave her features a haunting glow. Her confusion gave way
to anxiety. "I haven't been in contact since before the bombing."
panic crept into her eyes.

"Relax. We'll establish contact, you can
report in, and we'll find out if they have any information from
their sensors." T'Sula calmly told her cousin. She hoped that they
would find something useful, but refused to get her hopes up. It
seemed to her that every time something happened to her, things
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