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The
Choice and the Butterfly

Prologue

 


Admiral Jason McWilliams watched the
hologram again. He had already watched it a dozen times, and knew
it by heart. He knew the people. He knew what they said. The war,
everything that he had spent his life trying to bring to an end was
finally over.

Giving in to impulse, Jason played the
scene again. The faint lights of the holographic projector danced
across the smooth surface of his polished oak desk, and quickly
coalesced into the figures that he knew so well. He watched as
Corin Dante, cool and calculating; Corin’s daughter Mekala, who was
young and innocent; Brutus, as intimidating as only the giant
panther can be; Major Narja and Lieutenant Prinelle, the battle
hardened Caldonians that had earned his trust and admiration, took
shape and stood against a breathtaking outcropping of rugged
granite with looks of trepidation on their faces. They faced a
beautiful Bakeeron woman with shoulder length dark hair that was
surrounded by a horde of monstrous Ta’Reeth. Huge and imposing, the
Ta’Reeth stood taller and broader than the others and were covered
from head to toe in mottled black bone armor.

The woman was T’Sula Mir, the new Queen
of the Ta’Reeth. T’Sula was quite svelte, but deceptively strong
and resilient. Not so long ago, Jason had worked alongside her and
learned the hard way just how strong T’Sula actually was. Having
married T’Sula’s cousin Kamira, Jason had learned more about T’Sula
Mir than most people would ever know. Her physical prowess, which
was considerable, still lacked in comparison to her strength of
will and the depth of her emotions. It was best not to anger T’Sula
because retribution was guaranteed to be swift and
painful.

“It’s hard to believe, isn’t it?”
Kamira asked from behind Jason as she gently wrapped her arms
around his neck and kissed him on the top of his unruly shock of
flame red hair. Her own raven locks hung loose and grazed Jason’s
neck and face. Her smile radiated the joy she felt at the war
coming to an end. The tiny, precious gems imbedded in the subtle
ridges that ran up the bridge of her nose to her hairline, and
along the crest of her slightly pointed ears glinted in the dancing
light of the hologram, casting their wondrous shine on the walls
and ceiling of her husband’s office.

“What part?” Jason asked, reaching up
and lightly squeezing his wife’s hand. He knew how he felt about
what had happened, but he needed to know how Kamira felt about it
too. Generations of warfare and genocidal hatred for everyone in
the galaxy were coming to an end in his lifetime. He had been part
of the end, an integral part actually, when he led the assault on
Earth.

“Well, all of it really.” Kam sighed.
“We’ve never known anything other than fighting the Ta’Reeth. Now
that T’Sula’s their ruler, that’s all going to change. It’s kind
of, I don’t know, unnerving.”

“I don’t know how much it’ll change. I
mean, there’s a whole lot of hatred out there.” Jason turned
slightly so that he could look at Kamira. “Like you said, we’ve
been fighting for so long, I don’t know, I just think that some
people won’t know how not to fight anymore. Does that even make any
sense?” He paused for a moment, soaking in his wife’s natural
beauty, and enjoying a moment of peace that had been a long time
coming. “It scares me that someone might not want the war to
stop.”

“That is scary.” Kamira thought for a
moment. “It’s almost as scary as T’Sula ruling the Ta’Reeth. With
that temper of hers, politics could get really interesting.” She
finally said with a wry grin. Deep inside, she felt that joking
about the end of such a brutal, horrible thing like war was wrong,
but at the same time a bit of levity went a long way. “Who have you
sent this to?”

“Nobody yet.” Jason sighed. “I think
I’ll send it to Admiral Wright, the Malgars, and Maruk.”

“Why not just broadcast it to
everybody?” Kamira asked quickly. “The news would spread like fire.
Who knows, there might even be dancing in the streets. Can you see
a group of Malgars prancing about on Malgari Prime?”

“I don’t want to overexpose the people
in the video.” Jason made sure that he had Kamira’s full attention.
He knew that it was the cop in him that was being cautious, even
paranoid, but he didn’t want to see any of these people get hurt.
“If the wrong people were to see this, everyone in the video,
T’Sula, Narja, Corin, even Mekala would become a target for anybody
that wanted to keep the blood bath going. I’m not prepared to have
that on my conscience.”

“I hadn’t thought of that. Would
someone really be depraved enough to target a kid like Mekala?
She’s what, four years old? Five at the most?” the horror was
evident o Kamira’s face.

“I think she’s actually closer to
three, but in a word, yes they would.” Jason sighed and rubbed the
bridge of his nose as he forced a handful of unpleasant memories
from his mind. “I’ve seen too many things happen to innocent
people, especially children, to allow myself to assume that it
won’t happen. We just need to take a few precautions, that’s
all.”

An uncomfortable silence penetrated the
sparsely furnished office, filled with crates of starship parts.
Neither Kamira nor Jason knew what else to say. In the entirety of
both of their lives, nothing of this magnitude had ever happened.
No one was prepared to face peace. They had all dreamed that one
day it would come, but they never dared to hope that it would
actually happen to them.

“Well, I ah, I should probably get this
sent out.” Jason finally broke the silence, feeling guilty that his
time with Kamira had been tainted by their differing views. He
steeled himself to forge ahead with what he knew needed to be done.
“Then we should rendezvous with Corin and T’Sula. We need to get
peace talks underway, so that we can officially put an end to this
thing.”

“Yeah.” Kamira sighed, forcing herself
to stand straight and nervously fussing with her uniform. She felt
utterly ridiculous worrying about how she looked to her husband,
especially when there were urgent matters that demanded both of
their attention. “I’d better get back to Engineering. Angel can’t
do everything by herself, not with the fluctuations in the power
grid and everything.”

“Alright, I’ve got work to do too.”
Jason sighed as he switched off the hologram. Jason called up the
registry of everyone that he needed to talk to. He didn’t really
want Kamira to go, but there were things that needed to be done,
and most things, especially the important ones, didn’t wait for the
niceties of life. “See you at dinner Hon.”

“Bye.” Kamira called over her shoulder,
flashing Jason a smile that went straight to his heart as she left
his office, and headed for her own sanctuary deep inside the
ship.

 


The
Choice and the Butterfly

Chapter 1


Corin Dante sat quietly on an
outcropping of rock, overlooking the breathtaking mountains of
Colorado at sunrise. Far below, set deep between the mountains,
near their base, his ship waited for him with his friends and
daughter sleeping inside. He had woken early and set out on his own
in an effort to see what his real home world was actually like. His
family hadn’t set foot on Earth for several hundred years, and none
of them had ever known the rugged majesty that stood before him,
undeniable, right now.

The air was crisp, with a slight hint
of the modest rain that had fallen the night before. The trees
below him swayed gently in the breeze, their branches and leaves
rustling in the otherwise silent morning. Corin watched the dance
of the trees, lost in his thoughts and concerns. He was a father
now, and with Mekala to look after, he was no longer responsible
only to himself. T’Sula was another matter entirely. She was in his
mind, constantly distracting his thoughts from where they needed to
be. Something had to be done. His thoughts of her were always
there, waiting at the edges of his mind for the right moment to
betray him.

The sound of the wind in the trees
continued, but something else had joined with it. Someone was
coming.

Corin dropped his gaze from the sky, to
the ground below. There, his eyes fell across T’Sula’s raven black
locks as she casually picked her way up the mountainside. She had
cleaned up, and changed out of her typical jump suit and into a
light colored, flowing Bakeeron robe with laced leather sandals. At
first glance Corin thought that T’Sula looked nice, but considering
the terrain and time of day, her wardrobe choice didn’t make much
sense.

“Mind if I join you?” T’Sula asked as
she came close enough to Corin that when the breeze blew just
right, he could smell her perfume. At first he couldn’t place the
scent, and then it came to him. Lavender. The scent was lavender,
with a hint of vanilla.

“It’s a free world.” Corin grinned.
Whatever T’Sula was up to, she had put extra effort into looking
and smelling very nice.

“It is now anyway.” T’Sula whispered as
she sat down next to Corin. She settled in quickly, leaning back
and gazing out at the mountains. “This place reminds me of
home.”

“I didn’t grow up with mountains.”
Corin said quietly. He looked over at T’Sula, letting his eyes
drink in her exquisite beauty. Just by looking at her, especially
now, you would never know that she was the single most formidable
woman he had ever met.

“Where did you grow up?” T’Sula met
Corin’s gaze with a smile.

“All over really.” Corin sighed. “I can
remember this farm planet that we lived on for a while. Life was
alright. It was hard work, but it was good, you know? After the
Ta’Reeth came there, my family moved to a space station between
Caldon and Makduran. The place was literally in the middle of
nowhere.”

“You moved around a lot then?” T’Sula
asked him trying not to be too intrusive.

“For awhile we did.” Corin looked away
from T’Sula, gazing back out over the mountains. “After my Mom
died, my Dad took a job on a cargo ship that made its rounds to any
place you can think of.” He wasn’t entirely sure what to say next.
Should he ask her about her childhood, or should he just spill his
guts, and tell her everything about him?

“So, what are you going to do now that
the war’s over?” T’Sula asked, saving Corin from
himself.

“I’m not sure what I’m going to do.
Besides, there hasn’t been a treaty or anything formal signed. Not
even a cease fire agreement.” Corin looked back at T’Sula. “The
war’s not actually over yet. What are you going to do?”

T’Sula sat quietly, studying Corin. She
knew that he was right, even though she didn’t want to admit it.
She had focused so much on the end of the war that she had
forgotten that there had to be something after the end. Life had to
go on. She had done what she had set out to do, and now life had to
continue.

“It’s not so simple for me.” T’Sula
sighed and looked away from Corin. She forced herself to look at
anything else, as long as she didn’t have to look at him. Thoughts
of Corin, and the promise of a future together had sustained her
when everything else had failed, and now that dream scared her more
than she had thought possible. “What I want, and what I have to do
don’t necessarily coincide.”

“What are you saying?” Corin gently put
his hand on T’Sula’s shoulder. He was surprised to feel her tremble
at his touch. Something was wrong, and she either couldn’t talk to
him, or she didn’t want to tell him about it. “T’Sula, talk to
me.”

When T’Sula finally turned to face
Corin, tears ran freely down her cheeks, and her voice trembled
with emotions that ran very deep. “I don’t want to be Queen. I want
my own life, not some title or responsibility for a group of people
that I spent my entire life hating. It’s not fair! None of them
have ever even thought for themselves!”

“What would you do with your own life?”
Corin put his arm around her and pulled her close. “What would you
choose for yourself?”

“I want a family. I want to settle down
some place quiet, maybe plant a garden.” T’Sula allowed herself to
sink into Corin’s shoulder, drawing in his warmth as she put her
arms around his waist. “I want to never have to fight
again.”

“Honey, you can make that happen, if
you can work things right.” Corin waited for T’Sula’s rebuke for
calling her ‘honey’, but it never came. “You’re in a position to
change everything. Only you can do it, and I’ll stand by you no
matter what.”

“I know, it’s just that I, I just…”
T’Sula took a deep breath before she forced herself to continue. “I
just don’t know if I can do this.”

“Alright, let’s take a look at this,
and break it down.” Corin glanced down at his watch, noticing that
the dawn was beginning to slip away into full daylight, and
thinking that Mekala would be up soon. “We need to get you some
help. We need people who really know the Ta’Reeth, and that we can
trust to advise you and not do something for their own
agenda.”

“I already have a few people in mind.”
T’Sula sat up and looked earnestly at Corin. She believed what he
said about not leaving her. He could have easily left her to die at
the hands of the Regiment and the Ta’Reeth, but he had come for her
in the midst of the greatest battle in history. Corin Dante was
many things, but in his own way he was an honorable man, and he
would stand by his word. She knew that even with all of the things
that had happened between them in such a short period of time, she
loved him. Maybe that was part of the problem.

“I want the Ta’Reeth named Pike,
Gabrielle, and Justo Saint Germain. Those three should be able to
give decent council, and I trust them. We should be able to find
them around the city that’s at the foot of Pike’s Peak.” T’Sula
carefully extracted herself from Corin, smiling sadly as she stood.
She wasn’t sure what she had planned to say to him this morning,
but she knew, she felt that whatever it was, it was immaterial now.
He had pledged to stand by her, no matter what, and that was good
enough for her. “Have you had breakfast yet?”

“No. Have you?” Corin asked as he stood
and dusted himself off. He still wasn’t sure why T’Sula had come to
him this morning, and it bothered him that she hadn’t actually
said. Either way, she had come to him, and it felt good to know
that simple fact.

“No, I thought that I might wait until
everybody was up.” T’Sula started picking her way down the
mountainside. “Anyway, we’ve got a lot to do today. I was thinking
that after breakfast we might go to Pike’s Peak, and start looking
for Pike.”

“What’s so important about this
‘Pike’?” Corin asked, following T’Sula.

“You’ll see. It’s actually hard to
explain.” T’Sula grinned back at Corin. “Gabrielle’s the same
way.”

“If you say so.” Corin said as he came
alongside T’Sula. She had chosen an easy trail to follow, with
little in the way to obstruct their passage. They stayed quiet as
they walked, each enjoying the serene beauty of the mountains, and
the presence of the other. Neither noticed the movement on the
surrounding mountainside as a handful of Ta’Reeth slipped from
tree, to rock, to shadow, and back again.

“I don’t understand something.” Corin
finally broke the silence.

“What’s that?” T’Sula cocked an eyebrow
at Corin.

“Well, I don’t understand how the
Ta’Reeth never had any free will.” He kept pace with T’Sula, and
tried to make certain that his thoughts and questions were coherent
not only to himself, but to her as well. “I mean, every one of them
is an individual, right? So how could they not be able to think for
themselves?”

T’Sula caught a glimpse of movement
from out of the corner of her eye as she stopped and turned to face
Corin. She knew that she had a detail of guards around her, but as
of yet they had not been seen. Her thoughts jumbled as she tried to
sort through them to find the answers that she knew were there,
hidden somewhere inside her mind. She wanted to give Corin an
honest answer that would explain everything that she had learned.
He deserved that much.

“Corin, the Ta’Reeth were bred with
telepathic abilities and controls built into their minds.” T’Sula
took another moment to focus her thoughts before she continued.
“I’m not sure how this was done, but the First was able to control
each one of them, as if they were nothing more than a puppet, a
kind of extension of the First’s body.”

“So, how are they functioning now? If
they were controlled like that, wouldn’t they shut down after the
First died, like some kind of remote control device? ” Corin
noticed the flicker of a warning coming from his cerebral implants.
Something was watching them, very closely. He casually rested his
hand on the pistol that he wore slung low across his hip, and
activated his link with Vengeance.

“I can’t pretend to know all of the
answers, Corin.” T’Sula sighed. He had a point, but how could she
make him see that they Ta’Reeth weren’t actually bad. Everything
had been because of the will of the First.

“I understand the theory that they were
all being controlled. I get that. It’s just that…”Corin’s pistol
slid easily out of its holster and into his hand as he placed
himself between T’Sula and another crash that came just inside the
tree line. There was movement now, shapeless forms bursting from
the shadows, and then disappearing again just as quickly as they
had materialized.

Corin scanned the tree line, searching
for movement, and any creature that he might recognize. Minutes
passed quickly, with nothing happening. A thin line of sweat
started to trickle down the middle of Corin’s back as he searched.
Still, nothing moved.

“Come on. Let’s go.” T’Sula whispered
to Corin. There was something out there, but she hoped that her
guards had been able to take care of the situation. For all that
she knew, the disturbance could have been an animal of some kind.
Maybe it was a large cat or one of the bears that she had heard
about. There was no way to know for sure.

“Alright.” Corin sighed as he holstered
his pistol. He didn’t tell T’Sula, but he kept his implants running
with enhanced sensory options, and his remote link with his ship
fully operational. As they began to walk again, Corin adjusted his
sensory options, setting them on a higher sensitivity rating.
Everything was much sharper now. He could see the heat signatures
radiating from T’Sula, and the creatures that were roaming the
mountains. The sounds from the squirrels scampering through the
trees came to him in waves that he quickly sorted through, telling
himself that these were not the sounds that he was searching
for.

Time passed slowly as they walked. Each
of them scanned the mountainside for things that shouldn’t be
there. Both T’Sula and Corin let their training and experience
dictate their actions. Years of training and fighting had kept each
of them alive in the worst of situations, and they both found a
measure of comfort in the fact that the other was with
them.

The bright morning sun shone through
the canopy of trees as Corin and T’Sula stepped into a small
clearing. The ground was reasonably flat, with large sun baked
rocks dominating the center of the clearing. A ring of old trees on
the outside of the clearing swayed gently in the breeze. As they
approached the center, Corin’s sensors went crazy.

Corin pulled his pistol free as he
gently pushed T’Sula toward the rocks, keeping himself between her
and the dozens of Ta’Reeth that appeared in the clearing. As he
moved, he used his remote link, and brought Vengeance to full
power. The Ta’Reeth moved into the clearing, forming two concentric
rings, just within the perimeter. The hunters that filled outer
ring faced the center of the clearing. Their short, muscular bodies
were poised to attack in any direction. Razor sharp teeth lined
their gaping maws, watering for the taste of flesh.

 


The hunters slowly circled the
clearing, constantly looking and probing for a weakness that they
could exploit in the inner ring of defenders. The Ta’Reeth that
formed the inner circle looked nothing like the hunters. They stood
upright like a man, standing just shy of two meters tall with
slender, muscular bodies that were hardened by years of combat and
training. T’Sula’s guards moved effortlessly across the ground,
mirroring the movements of those that would have them
die.

An ear splitting shriek filled the air
as the hunters lunged for the guards. Their lower jaws split wide,
showing row upon row of razor sharp teeth as the hunters ripped
mercilessly into the other Ta’Reeth. The guards struck back, even
as the hunters slashed at them with elongated talons. One on one,
the guards might have been able to repel the assault, but the
hunters outnumbered them by three to one. Six guards fell within a
minute.

Corin leveled his pistol, and aimed at
the nearest assailant. He knew where to aim, how to kill these
beasts, but he waited. He waited for a clear shot, so that he would
not risk hitting any of T’Sula’s guards. The guard nearest him fell
backward with a hunter clawing at its chest. Without any more
hesitation, Corin fired. As the hunter’s head disintegrated, he
tracked another target.

“Run my Queen!” the guard screamed as
another hunter ripped into its body.

Corin shot another hunter, opening a
small hole in their shrinking circle of safety. He grabbed T’Sula’s
hand, and ran. They didn’t look back as they ran down the mountain
trail to the next clearing. The sounds of the struggle receded
quickly into the distance, to be replaced by the hum of starship
engines. Vengeance settled in the clearing, and Corin and T’Sula
climbed aboard.

 


The
Choice and the Butterfly

Chapter 2


Charred wreckage floated through space,
filling the Caldonian star system from its core, all the way past
its inhabited planets, and out to the very brink of the void.
Organic and composite hull material, titanium weapons housings, men
and women of different races, all joined together in death, floated
through the abyss. Hundreds of ships, many of them Ta’Reeth, but
quite a few Caldonian as well, had perished here. Somehow the space
station had survived, though it too was heavily damaged.

The once mighty space station was rent
and venting atmosphere in hundreds of geysers all along her
tortured hull. Parts of the station were elongated and twisted in
unnatural patterns that gave the impression of a broken body that
refused to die.

Weaving its path carefully through the
wreckage in a way as to not attract attention, was a single ship,
smaller than an escort, but larger than a fighter. It was black,
and sleek in profile, lending it the look of a small predator ready
to strike in any direction, at any time. There were no visible
markings, and no viewports to be seen, save for a single forward
view screen that allowed the crew to see out, but none to see
in.

Bregan Arot kept a steady hand on the
controls of his ship as he gently guided the Adu’Raq Long Range
Stealth Fighter through the Caldonian station’s sensor sweeps, and
safely into the station’s blind spot before settling against its
battered hull. It had taken him nearly a week to select this spot,
and the slightest twitch in the wrong direction would jeopardize
his mission. When the elegant and deadly little ship finally
settled, he activated the magnetic locks, securing his ship in
place.

After he set the security protocols,
and activated the fighter’s chameleonic armor plating, Bregan
quickly gathered his tools and went to the airlock nestled in the
belly of his ship. He double checked the seal, and then opened the
airlock. On the other side of the door was the hull of the space
station. He ran a quick test on the tortured surface, selected the
proper tools, and then set about cutting it open. Normally the task
would only take a few minutes, but the Caldonians tended to use a
tougher, denser blend of poly-carbons in their hull plating, making
the task of cutting through it undetected take considerably longer.
Simply blasting a hole through the hull seemed simple enough, but
Bregan couldn’t allow the chance that it would set off any alarms
or attract unwanted attention, so he settled in and waited for his
plasma cutter to do its job.

This was a simple mission, just like
any of the hundreds before it. His instructions had been plain
enough; go in, do the job, and get out without anyone knowing that
he had been there. He knew his job, and he was good at it. Every
member of the Adu’Raq was. They had to be.

The plasma cutter finally completed its
cycle, and Bregan readied himself for the task of removing the
section of hull. He fastened a pair of small thruster pods to the
metal and flicked them on. Normally, he would have simply removed
the section by hand, and let it drop to the deck, but the denser
metals also weighed a lot more, so he had no choice but to use the
thruster pods. With the pods working well within their efficiency
range, the section of hull slid easily away from the space station.
Bregan gently set the massive piece of metal on the deck, collected
his tools, and climbed through the meter and a half thick
hull.

On the other side of the hull was a
section of the station that no one had ever set foot in, since the
station was built. He didn’t step right into the station proper,
but instead he entered the space between the twin armored hulls,
with just enough room for him to drag his equipment along behind
him.

Taking only a moment to orient himself
with the station alignment, Bregan activated his ocular implants.
He had allowed himself only a handful of modifications, but
upgrading his eyes and ears had been the first and most valuable of
them. Few creatures could see in the dark as well as he did, and
that made most of them easy prey.

Bregan moved swift and silent along the
inner hull, not stopping until he was over a kilometer from his
ship. He braced himself between the hulls, securing his bag of
tools to a nearby support beam. Moments later, he removed a
handheld computer from his bag and linked with the onboard systems
of his ship. As he expected, his security protocols had been
effective; everything was safe and he now had a link that was
overriding the stations security feeds, making him virtually
invisible.

He would have smiled at the fact that
everything was going as he planned, but that would have been the
sign of an amateur. Once he was certain that the stations security
systems were rendered useless, Bregan started to work. He set up
his plasma cutter, and started its cycle, watching his monitor
intently the whole time. It wasn’t that he expected anyone to find
him; it was simply his training taking over and making him
cautious.

Once the plasma cutter finished its
cycle, Bregan attached his thruster pods to the section of hull,
and quickly removed it. The piece of hull plating was small, barely
large enough for Bregan to squeeze through the hole, but it still
weighed several hundred kilos. Using a set of portable magnetic
locks, Bregan secured the piece of plating to the hull and gathered
his tools before he stepped inside.

Darkness shielded Bregan as he double
checked his location. He had studied the stations blueprints
extensively and knew precisely where he was, but caution was always
a valuable ally in his line of work; especially when you were an
unwanted guest on a Caldonian battle station. He was right. Four
kilometers in from his present location were the power core, the
engineering complex, and every other system that was needed to run
a space station.

Bregan checked his scanners, making
certain that there wasn’t going to be any unwanted company, and
carefully maneuvered the hull plating back into place, setting the
thruster pods on remote so that he could access them from inside
the station. Judging from the amount of damage he had seen along
his path, several lacerations in the hull, and scorch marks that
stained the striated metal, most of the stations crew had to be
otherwise occupied, either tending the wounded or repairing the
station itself.

Keeping to the shadows that lingered in
the flickering light, Bregan crept silently forward, carefully
avoiding any that came within his path. He worked methodically,
stopping first in the Engineering complex. Ensuring that he hadn’t
been noticed, Bregan reached into his bag and removed a small black
box. Still out of sight of the Caldonians working in the area, he
slipped past an open access panel, and never breaking stride, he
swiftly dropped the box inside then disappeared back into the
void.

Bregan worked his way through the
station, placing black boxes in several different locations, far
apart from each other. His training served him well, allowing him
to disappear in plain sight, and being the only human on a space
station filled with battle hardened Caldonians, the skill came in
useful indeed.

The shadows consumed Bregan and his
movements so much so, that he didn’t register even on his own
security readouts. He was a ghost that moved among the living,
doing what he desired, and never drawing attention from anyone.
Bregan moved swiftly through the station as he deposited his wares
in all areas, in conduits, behind open access panels, in every
system that the station had until he had only one left. This one he
reserved for the Command Center, his hardest target yet. If he was
successful, he would have control of the entire station, and its
systems, but most importantly he would have the communications
relays and backlogs. He would have every word and data package,
sent or received, since the station was first
commissioned.

For the last package to be properly
located, it needed to be inside the Command Centers mainframe. It
was a daunting task, but Bregan reveled in the challenge. He
recalled the schematics and blue prints of the station, as if they
were before his eyes at that very moment. Located between decks,
directly beneath the Command Center, with only one way in or out,
and guarded by an array of electronic barriers that augmented the
six roving guards, was the Mainframe. The guards were always within
sight of at least two of their comrades, and their vital signs were
monitored at all times by a seventh guard in the Command Center
itself.

A direct assault was suicide, so Bregan
had to find another way. He had studied the station relentlessly
when he accepted this assignment, forming his plans long before he
ever arrived in Caldonian space. He was an Adu’Raq, and that meant
that he was the best at what he did. His Adu’Raq brethren demanded
no less.

It took Bregan several hours to make
his way, undetected, to the junction were he would do his work. He
was a level below the Mainframe, and nearly a kilometer away, but
this was the best route for him to take for his mission. Directly
over his head was a ventilation duct that ran beneath the Mainframe
itself. Undoubtedly it was protected by various arrays of sensor
suites, but it was nothing that Bregan couldn’t handle. He quickly
slipped his tool bag from his shoulder, and pulled out a small
scanner. He was right. There were several sensors aimed right at
his point of entry.

“You there! What are you doing?” the
deep baritone voice startled Bregan. He spun around quickly,
loosing a pair of throwing knives and darting towards his target
before the blades buried themselves in the throat of the
mountainous Caldonian. He reached the dead man before the body
crumpled, catching him so as to not make a sound. Bregan silently
berated himself for being careless as he pulled the knives free and
wiped them on the dead man’s tunic. He was careful not to nick the
carotid artery; for fear that the blood would leave a
trace.

Bregan took hold of the body and
managed to drag it out of sight, and stuffed it in a storage locker
before another threat came along. When he was satisfied that the
body wouldn’t be discovered until after he was finished, Bregan
returned to what he had been doing. He activated the function on
his suit that allowed him to climb the wall, and cling effortlessly
to the ceiling. Taking a small wrench out of his tool kit, Bregan
carefully removed the fasteners that held the grating in place that
was barring his entry to the ventilation system. He kept hold of
the grating, lest it fall and attract more unwanted attention, and
slipped quietly inside the ventilation duct before carefully
reinstalling the grating and fasteners. When he was done, there was
no trace that he had ever been there.

Taking only a moment to get reasonably
comfortable in the confines of the ventilation duct, Bregan pressed
on with his mission. He activated his scanners, searching for the
security systems that he knew were there, and when he found them,
he quickly bypassed them, preventing anyone from spying on him as
he worked. Minutes passed quickly as he crawled closer to the
Mainframe, careful to not make any sound louder that a faint
whisper. Sound carries, and in a hollow metal tube, sounds echo and
convey farther than most would realize, building upon themselves
until inevitably they are heard.

Finally, Bregan came to stop beneath
the Mainframe. He rolled over, loosening his pack and reaching
inside. What he held in his hand looked similar to the black
modules that he had placed throughout the station, but this one was
slightly different. It was a little bit bigger, with short, knobby
protrusions on all sides. Bregan hefted the module in his hand,
feeling the weight of the device, and then placed it firmly on the
roof of the ventilation duct, making certain that it stayed in
place. Once the device was placed, he pressed a hidden button on
its side to turn it on, and crawled down the duct in the opposite
direction as to where he had come.

Several kilometers from where he had
planted the last device, Bregan finally stopped. He checked his
sensor readings, then removed a screen and slithered out of the
ventilation system. Bregan wondered to himself how long it would
take for the Caldonians to find the body as he quickly set the
screen back in place. When he was satisfied with his work, he
checked his sensors yet again, and then set off for his
ship.

Keeping to the back passageways and
shadows, Bregan covered the short distance to his ship quickly.
When he reached his point of entry, the room was dark and
unmolested. He had been the only one there for a very long time. He
inventoried his wares quickly, ensuring that he had not dropped
anything before he opened the hole in the hull and stepped through.
Once he was between the massive twin hulls, Bregan set the hull
plating back in place and methodically welded it shut. Killing one
person during an assignment was one thing. Killing thousands
through negligence was something else entirely.

Bregan packed his tools yet again, and
crawled between the hulls, back to his ship. Once he was back
aboard the Phantom Rapier, he quickly set the hull plating in
position, welding it in place so that it would hold even against an
assault. When he was finished, Bregan sealed the air lock, and made
his way to the crew station. Layer upon layer of monitors and
controls filled every conceivable surface, each running its own
program or function as the Phantom Rapier downloaded hundreds of
thousands of terabytes of information from every computer system on
the station, and stored it for easy access later.

Easing himself into his seat, Bregan
relaxed slightly. His mission wasn’t quite finished, but he had
successfully completed the most dangerous part with only one
mistake. He had hoped to accomplish what he needed to do without
any bloodshed, but what was done was done and he could no more
bring the Caldonian back to life than he could travel backwards
through time. Such was the life that he led. Mistakes and
oversights usually resulted in death, either your own, or that of
some innocent bystander that was simply in the wrong place at the
wrong time.

Sighing, Bregan touched the hidden stud
behind his ear and waited as the mask that covered his face popped
and hissed as it slowly withdrew into the collar of his onyx body
armor. Bregan ran his hands over his face, and his fingers through
his short cropped blonde hair. He looked at his reflection in the
vast star field that shone through the front view screen of his
ship. He wasn’t a handsome man, but neither was he ugly. Bregan had
always thought of himself as astonishingly plain, and that had
served him well over the years. Aside from his piercing blue eyes,
he looked haggard; tired from the strain of life, but ready to do
whatever he needed in order to survive.

He tried not to dwell on the failures
of the day. Too much negative thinking wasn’t good for anyone, and
it never helped to resolve any deficiencies. Neither was being
overly optimistic very productive. Actions based in rational
thinking paid off, and that was how he liked it. With those
thoughts in mind, Bregan began to work.

His mind raced ahead of his actions as
he activated a series of computer programs that sorted through the
enormous amounts of information that he was taking from the
Caldonians. The programs were set to translate and decode the
various types of files, and to alert him when they found ones that
were encrypted. Hours passed slowly by as Bregan waited. He finally
rose from his seat and went to his quarters where he bathed and
dressed in fresh clothes before he found something to eat and went
back to work.

When Bregan finally returned to his
work station, there were several priority files that had been
tagged for him to look over. Grinning to himself, Bregan opened the
first one.

 


The
Choice and the Butterfly

Chapter 3


Narja gazed at Prinelle’s sleeping
form; the curves of her dark skinned body called to him, making him
yearn even more for her touch. So much had happened between them
that he could scarcely grasp it himself. He had believed that she
was dead, and she had been told that he had abandoned her when she
needed him most. Neither was true. He could no more abandon her
than he could take the sun and hold it in his bare
hands.

Unable to sleep, Narja gently tossed
back the blanket and top sheet, then slid out of bed, being careful
not to wake Prinelle. Wearing only a pair of dark green pajama
pants, he padded quietly across the room, and flicked on the small
computer console. As he had suspected, there was a message from
Caldon. The message was marked as urgent and confidential, so he
let it play.

“Greetings and congratulations Major
Narja.” The hologram began as a portly Caldonian man that he didn’t
know came into view. “Please allow me to introduce myself. I am
Dezrak, Aid to the Prime Minister.”

Narja paused the message, trying to
recall who the Prime Minister was now. He knew that the King and
Queen were the same, but the politicians seemed to change
constantly. Once they fell out of favor with the public, the Royal
family, or with the other so called civil servants, they were gone,
only to be replaced with someone else that had the same lack of
scruples. Unable to recall the Prime Minister’s name, Narja allowed
the message to continue.

“As you know, Caldon has played a key
role in the defeat of the Ta’Reeth Empire. We are calling our
heroes home, and you are chief among them. Why, without you and
your betrothed, we would still be at war!” the fat little man in
the hologram smiled benignly and prattled on as Narja forced
himself to not turn the message off. “The Royal family has decreed
that both of you are to be honored, and offered a high status
position, if you agree to it of course.”

“What’s that?” Prinelle asked quietly
as she wrapped her arms around Narja. Her thick, deeply tanned skin
nearly matched his, both reflecting the colors of the hologram. He
had been so focused on the hologram, that he had not noticed her
waking.

“We’ve been asked to return to Caldon.”
He whispered as he turned to look at her. “By the Royal family no
less.”

“What’s their gambit?” Prinelle
wondered aloud. She watched patiently as Narja replayed the entire
message for her. Prinelle studied the hologram as it ran and then
played it again before she turned and faced Narja. “I don’t like
it. There’s a reason that Maruk stayed outside the government. He
never trusted them, and with you being his nephew… I don’t know
what it is, but they’re up to something.”

Narja watched Prinelle for a moment,
letting a smile creep slowly across his face. She was more than
what she seemed, much more.

“Think for a moment of the good that we
could do.” Narja pulled Prinelle close. “Being related to Maruk,
and having the blessing of the Royal house, we could wield
political power like no one on Caldon has seen in
millennia.”

“Yes we could.” Prinelle gazed back at
her soon to be husband, trying to determine what he was thinking.
“You forgot our connections with Admiral McWilliams, and T’Sula
Mir.”

“We could have all of that if we
choose.” Narja looked deep into Prinelle’s eyes. He studied her for
as long as he could before forcing himself to look away. “I don’t
want that kind of power. It’s too much for anyone to
have.”

“Maybe that’s why you could have it.”
Prinelle kissed him lightly on the forehead. “In anyone else’s
hands, it would be too dangerous.”

“Either way, we’ll have to return to
Caldon, and find out what they want.” Narja sighed. He still hurt
from the ordeals that he recently had to endure. The doctors had
released him of course, but he knew that he was not yet back to
full strength. Who knew how long it would actually take to recover?
The physical effects were bad enough, but the ones that couldn’t be
seen from the outside may never heal.

“You’re probably right.” Prinelle
sighed as she turned on the light and started looking for an
acceptable set of clothes for the day. She finally settled on a
pair of black, loose fitting cargo pants with a matching top, and
laid them out on the bed. “Influence is power, and power corrupts
no matter who you are.”

“It’s best not to be that way.” Narja
let his eyes wander as he watched Prinelle dress.

“It’s best not to be that way.”
Prinelle blushed when she caught Narja looking at her.

Narja stretched his massive frame as he
stood. He knew that he had to honor the request from the Royal
Family. Courtesy dictated at least that much. His thoughts tumbled
through his mind, warring amongst each other as he methodically
dressed prepared for the day. As a Caldonian, he had a duty to his
home world, but didn’t he have loyalties elsewhere as well? What
about Redemption and Admiral McWilliams? Did he not owe something
to them? He then remembered that he was aboard Vengeance, Corin
Dante’s ship, and that brought a whole new round of
questions.

Even as he thought about his own
loyalties, Narja knew that he had no choice. He would talk to the
Admiral, and to his friends aboard Vengeance, and then with
Prinelle by his side, they would go to Caldon. With his decision
made, Narja turned back to Prinelle, finding a knowing smile on her
face as he felt the ship lift away from the ground.

 


The
Choice and the Butterfly

Chapter 4


The Starship Redemption fired her
thrusters, gracefully maneuvering her elegant and powerful hull
into Orbit above Earth. As the light from the sun shone on her
hull, the scars of recent battles slowly began to disappear with
the carefully orchestrated movements of the ships repair drones.
Lights flickered on and off along the sculpted length of Redemption
and geysers of oxygen still burst from rends in her hull as the
drones worked at repairing the worst of the damage.

The fight had been brutal with blunt,
rudimentary tactics that had ravaged the fleet, leaving hundreds of
thousands dead, crushed by the might of the Ta’Reeth war machine.
Men and women from races scattered across the known universe had
died in the struggle to stop the Ta’Reeth. The names of the dead
would never be fully known, and because of that atrocity, they
would never receive any recognition for their sacrifice. Only the
ones left alive knew the price that had been paid, and the bitter
sweet tang of victory.

“Admiral, we are now at station keeping
and continuing with repairs.” Angel’s hologram coalesced into
existence in front of her commander, drawing his attention away
from the piles of work on his desk. Her deep red locks hung loosely
about her shoulders, nicely accentuating her fair skin and emerald
eyes. She wore a black and green uniform that clung to her compact,
muscular body. The AI glanced at her commander, watching him as the
weight of his new position came down and firmly rested on his
shoulders. Jason McWilliams was no longer just a starship Captain,
he was an Admiral. He was the one that was to lead the way in the
pursuit of a peace treaty with the Ta’Reeth, a feat that without
his leadership would never have been possible. He was Angel’s
savior in more ways than she was ready to admit. They had found,
and saved, each other before the Battle of Bakesh. The Admiral had
risked his own life to reboot her after the Battle of Olcai, and
she had done her best to destroy the Ta’Reeth during the Invasion
of Earth. Together, Angel and Jason McWilliams had destroyed
hundreds of enemy starships. Now it was their job to make
peace.

Angel wasn’t sure what it was that she
felt, but she presumed that it could only be fear. It may have been
a fear of the unknown, a fear of being inadequate to the task, or a
fear of being replaced, but it was fear none the less.

“Sir, may I ask you a question?” Angel
tentatively stepped forward.

“Of course, you don’t need to ask
permission.” Jason tried not to look too startled at her request.
It wasn’t every day that the Artificial Intelligence that was the
most powerful ship in the galaxy asked a question of anyone, let
alone being obviously nervous about it.

“What will become of me after the
treaty is signed? Will I be decommissioned?” Angel flickered and
fidgeted, shifting about uncomfortably while she waited for the
Admiral to respond.

“Angel,” Jason sighed heavily, thinking
through what he wanted to say. “You won’t get decommissioned,
devalued, reassigned, none of that. You are the heart and soul of
Redemption and Redemption is my personal property. That is not
going to change.”

“Thank you Sir.” Angel blushed slightly
at the thought of her asking her Captain such a question. Her lips
curled into a slight frown and her eyes searched for something far
away as she listened to something that only she could hear.
Finally, after several moments of silence, Angel turned to her
Captain. “Sir, your presence is requested in Engineering. This is a
priority situation Sir.”

“Is anyone hurt?” Jason asked as he
stepped around his desk and headed straight for the door. His mind
raced along several lines of thought, all of them bad. Kamira would
never call him to Engineering, unless she felt that there was no
alternative. The ship was his, but Engineering was her domain and
he had no business trying to run it. “What’s the issue
Angel?”

“I don’t have the details Sir.
Commander Nor did not supply me with them.” Angel kept abreast of
the Admiral as he walked quickly out of his Ready Room and across
the Bridge to the turbo lift. With a handful of scorch marks still
on the bulkheads, there were only a few reminders of the fierce
battle that had crippled the ship and brought an end to the war.
The Bridge crew noted the presence of their Commander, greeted him
accordingly and diligently continued working. As soon as Jason and
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