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   PART I
 
   THE BEGINNING
 
   “It [revenge] is sweeter far than flowing honey.” Homer
 
   “If it will feed nothing else, it will feed my revenge.”  Shakespeare 
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   The steady drone of the C130’s engines had a white noise effect and was putting the private to sleep. Private First Class Cole Smith was currently reclined on a stack of rucksacks strapped tightly to the deck of the military aircraft.  Unfortunately, he had been awake most of the twenty hour flight to the Middle East and was only now starting to doze off.  As he drifted off, he reflected back on his troubled past and what he hoped was a bright future.  
 
   Cole had no idea who his birth parents were or when his actual birthday was.  He had been left, like so many other unfortunates, at a hospital with no record of his birth or parentage.
 
   He elbowed the equipment behind him trying to shift himself into a more comfortable position.  He had spent his life bouncing from foster home to foster home and never quite fit in.  There were a lot of couples who would have loved to adopt a healthy newborn baby boy, but none who wanted an underweight sickly one.  That had been Cole.  He spent the first ten years of his life fighting colds, flu and pneumonia. 
 
   That was only the beginning.  At the age of five he had been living with a nice older couple that genuinely seemed to care for him despite his infirmities.  Shortly after his fifth birthday, the disappearances started.  The first was just days after his birthday party, and he was gone for almost a week before being found wandering along a stretch of I-90 near the Snoqualmie Summit.   He had been naked and alone with no memories of what had happened. He disappeared three more times that year and the old couple couldn’t take it any longer, so they gave him back up to the foster system.
 
   The next six years saw him grow sicker and weaker with each turn of the clock.  He moved from home to home never finding peace or acceptance, more often than not he got placed with people who only wanted the states money and couldn’t care less about the children.  The disappearances continued throughout those years as well.  The length of time varied but he always appeared near a major highway, naked with no memories.  The foster parents always ended up blaming him.
 
   His life took a turn for the worse after a disappearance near his thirteenth birthday.  He had been gone for a whole month that time and ended up in the hospital for almost two.  He had slipped in and out of a coma and was even pronounced dead once, before miraculously coming back after two minutes with no heartbeat.
 
   He was released from the hospital into the care of his newest pair of foster parents.  If hell had an address on Earth, it would have been those people’s house.  He secretly called them “The Assholes.”  Bobby, the dad, thought that the only thing kids like Cole needed, was some character.  He must have beaten that idea into Cole a thousand times.  Days without food were commonplace and nights locked in a tiny storage closet were the norm.
 
   It changed nothing. No matter how badly they beat him or how strong the locks were that they put on his room, he still disappeared at least two times a year.  Things changed on his seventeenth birthday.  Not that he ever got to celebrate his birthday, but he kept track of it in his mind anyway.
 
   He did his normal disappearing act near the time of his birthday but was gone for only one day.  This time was different, he came back naked and ignorant of what had happened, but he felt stronger.  The cold he had felt coming on was gone and he didn’t feel so tired or listless anymore.  He could feel it; things had definitely taken a turn.  He hoped for the better.  After he recovered enough from the beating he got for being gone, he snuck out of his house and left for good.  He took only what he could pack into his backpack and left for an abandoned building that he had heard some of the other kids stayed at, just outside of town.  He didn’t plan on staying there forever, like some of them, he had a plan.  He dropped out of school, got his GED, and was down at the Army Recruiters office the next day.
 
   The rest was recent history.  He had forged his foster parent’s signatures and had signed his life away to Uncle Sam.  He wanted to be a part of something, something that would allow him to become more than he currently was.  He looked forward to the three square meals a day, warm clothes and the structure that the Military life was supposed to provide.  He chose to join the infantry and opted for the college money that came with it.  He knew it would be dangerous, but hell, his life could have ended anytime in the last seventeen years.
 
   He boarded a plane to Ft. Benning, Georgia two days later and never looked back.  Compared to the others in his class, he was pretty weak and had little endurance, but by the end he was keeping up with all but the most physically fit of the class.  After graduating from basic training and infantry training, he left Georgia for Ft. Campbell, Kentucky.  The home of the 101st Screaming Eagles, one of the most famous units still active in the army.  Also, one that had done some of the hardest fighting in the current war on terror.
 
   Cole spent the next six months training with his new, permanent unit.  It was the first time he actually felt like he belonged to a family.  It was here he picked up his love of firearms.  They were the great equalizer, and he found he had a knack for using them effectively.  He made friends for the first time and enjoyed the guys he worked with.  That’s ultimately how he ended up here, forty thousand feet above sea level heading for the armpit of the world.
 
   This was his chance; he could make his mark here, and over the next year, maybe even earn a medal or two.  He would love to go back and find “The Assholes" and shove a medal down their throats and stick a boot up their asses.  He could build a legacy for any future children he may have.  Give his kids a dad they could be proud of.  With that thought on his mind, he finally drifted off to sleep.
 
                 
 
   WHAM!  His Sgt’s open hand slapped the side of his K-Pot.  “Wake up son, we are on approach.”
 
   “Roger that, Sergeant."  Cole replied and shuffled over to the seats lining the sides of the cargo plane.  Cole had been chosen, with twenty others, to ride guard on his battalion’s equipment in this plane.  There were also some headquarters REMFs who were hitching a ride.  There was one Sergeant, who sat in the back the whole time, he was a LRRP (Long Range Recon Patrol) team leader and was watching over the division LRRP equipment.  He had the look of a combat veteran and, to be honest, he scared Cole a little.
 
   Cole felt it as the prop driven plane started its sharp decent towards the desert below.  The supposedly great thing about C130’s, was that they could land on a short landing strip.  Cole had done it once before and had almost thrown up.  This was going to be worse; he could feel it, not to mention there might be enemy down there shooting at them.
 
   “Cole’s face is starting to match his BDUs.”  Cole flipped off Spec 4 West.  “Don’t worry Smith, we’re landing in a safe zone, no one’s gonna shoot us down” West shouted over the increasing whine of the engines.
 
   “It’s not the getting shot at that’s got me sick, it’s looking at your face, West.” Cole retorted to the joker of the squad.  For good measure he shot West the bird again.  The Specialist returned the gesture and they both settled back to ride out the bumpy landing.  A few minutes later, they were safely on the ground and taxiing back down the runway.  The aircraft finally settled to a stop and the red warning lights turned green.
 
   Sgt. Ficas, Cole’s squad leader, stood up and shouted at his men.  “Lock and load we are in a combat zone.”  He led the way by tapping his magazine against his K-Pot a few times to snug all the rounds up in the magazine before slapping it into his M-4 rifle.  Cole and the rest of the squad followed suit.
 
    
 
   “Smith, get out the door, down the ramp, and link up with security.”  His sergeant ordered him.
 
   Cole didn’t even respond, he just followed his orders and headed to the main exit from the plane.  He got to the door and scanned his surroundings like he had been taught.  Seeing the security Hummers parked all around them, and holding men with 50 Caliber machine guns performing over watch duties made Cole feel better.  He stepped out of the plane, rushed down the stairs, and stepped onto the sun baked floor of the desert.  The heat, even at night, was brutal but he liked it better than the humidity of Kentucky in the summer.
 
   He took one more stride to clear the bottom of the ramp and won his first and only medal during his service.  The official report said it was an enemy sniper on the outside of the fence, but no one ever heard the shot or saw where it came from.  It was either a bad shot or one not meant to kill.  It hit his upper thigh and went clean through and into his other leg.  Cole never made it any further than the bottom of that ramp.  The pain from the two entry and exit wounds was worse than any he had felt before and he fell into the cool darkness of unconsciousness. 
 
   He woke up three days later in the Army hospital in Germany.  His Purple Heart Medal was on the table next to his hospital bed.
 
   ---
 
   The next few months of Cole’s life were a misery of surgery and rehab.  First in Germany, then later at Walter Reed in DC.  Almost a year after being shot, Cole found himself back in Kentucky with his discharge papers in hand and a life-time on disability.  He had lost his only chance to make something of himself.  He walked to a nearby used car lot and spent some of his sizable back pay on a true piece of junk.
 
   He headed west, his destination was Las Vegas.  He had money and Vegas seemed like a good place to go, it wasn’t like he had a home or anything to go back to.  He loaded up his few possessions and filled up the tank.  He grabbed a map at the gas station and turned into the setting sun.  With luck he could be there in a day or three.
 
   The junker broke down just one mile outside of the Vegas city limits.  Cole pushed it off the road and decided to let Nevada DOT take care of it for him.  He hitched a ride into town and checked into the nicest looking casino he could find.  It was called the Wynn, and apparently catered to those wealthier than him, but he had enough money to get a decent room for a few days.  Regardless of what happened, he would only need it for a day or two anyway.
 
   Cole spent the next week living high off the winnings he made the first night at the tables.  It seemed he won at any game he joined that night, and he played the role of big winner well.  He upgraded his room and threw parties there for three days straight.  He bought booze, drugs, women, and spent time enjoying all of them.  It took him most of the week to burn through all of his winnings and his back pay.  But it was worth it, it was one hell of a going away party.
 
   Now here he was, stone cold sober and stone cold broke.  With his money gone, so were the partiers, the booze, the drugs, and the women.  He had the clothes on his back and the wind on his face.  Cole was perched on the edge of the casino’s roof.  He had used a fire axe to batter the door open then used the same axe to wedge it shut.  He did not want to be medically discharged; he did not want to spend his life on a pension.  He wanted to serve his country and leave the army a hero or in a body bag.  He had his one shot and it had been taken from him.
 
   He balanced precariously on the edge of the roof.  He could hear security banging on the door he had broken to get up here.  Cole felt the slight chill in the air.  It raised goose flesh on his arms and sent a shiver down his spine.  He closed his eyes, tilted his head back and raised his arms out to his side.  He never hesitated; he shifted his weight slightly so that gravity took over.  He fell and cursed the miserable world he had been born into.
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   “Did we get him?  Someone tell me we got him.  If you rejects missed him, I am spacing each and every one of you idiots.  Almost twenty planetary orbits babysitting this hell- be-damned, backwater-planets kid, and he tries to throw himself off a gods-be-damned roof, making us expose ourselves to every asshole that happens to be looking!” Captain Feng was livid to say the least, and his bridge crew was scrambling to get him the answers he wanted.  The Captain was from a race of aliens called the Kerr that had evolved on a planet with slightly higher gravity than the planet he’d been orbiting for the last 20 years.  He was bipedal with almost tanned leather like skin and bony plates protruding over vital areas of his anatomy.  His musculature was so dense and he could feel the strength that he held. No other race had the pure raw untrained strength to match.
 
   The Kerr were the galaxies enforcers, mercenaries, and thugs.  Very rarely did they achieve positions of rank as had Captain Feng, but he had been with the organization for many years and had subdued most of his berserker tendencies, and replaced them with patience and thought, which was a rarity for his race.
 
   “Cargo hold not reporting in yet, Sir,” said the first mate.  “But we definitely got the tractor lock on him before he fell too far.”
 
   “Captain to cargo hold. DO.  YOU. HAVE. HIM?”
 
   “That’s affirmative Sir, package is on board.” Came the voice from the other end of the comm unit.
 
   “Bout damn time, I expect you idiots to respond faster next time.  If I have to call down for a report again I’ll make you wish your mothers had eaten you at birth.  Now knock him out and get him to the med bay ASAP or your life won’t be worth spit and I’ll see how you lizard boys fare during unaided reentry. Captain out.”  The Captain was not happy and neither were the rest of his so-called crew.  The boss sent them out for the better part of twenty years and now the baby they are sitting almost ruins everything by trying to fly and failing.  He emitted a low growl and barked at the mate, “Get us into a low orbit and plot us a course into deep space so we can be alone with the science experiment for a while.  And if you screw this up, you may as well just head down to lock number three cause that’s the last door your ever gonna use.”  The Captain was overly harsh on this crew for many reasons, the primary being they were all low level rejects from the bosses deep space opts crew.  And they acted like it…constantly.  Why the boss would spend so many hard credits on this science project, the ship to do it on, a Captain of his caliber, and then staff it with these idiots, he would never know.
 
   He moved from his command chair to the exit tube and keyed the call button for the lift.  He grabbed his jacket off the wall and stepped onto the lift.  “Med Level,” he said.  The ship wasn’t that big, so a few moments later he stepped off into the antiseptic white hallways of the med bay facility of the ship.  This ship was one of a kind.  The med bay had been designed first and the rest of the ship had been built around it.  It was top notch all the way around. It had every medical device known in the galaxy. If the boss thought it could help get the job done, it was on the ship.  The boss had even paid a fortune to buy one of the only ancient human AI’s still in the galaxy.  Yup, it was one of a kind all right and with a price tag to match.  
 
   “Guards,” he yelled down the hallway, “Get the Doc out of her cell and into the bay, and make it fast.”  He stepped into the decon shower that separated the main hall from the actual medical rooms.  It always left a bad taste in his mouth, he hated it.  The air tight doors opened and he stepped through to the main operating room.  He heard the decon shower activate and turned around to watch the Doc come thru the door.  
 
   “Good evening Captain, I hope nothing is amiss,” said Doctor Sky.   Dr. Sky was the beauty to Feng’s beast.  Evolved from felines on a low grav world, she was thin and tall, where Feng was short and wide.
 
   “Something’s always wrong on this ship.  The experiment is on his way up from cargo.  Be ready to knock him out and move on to the final phase.”
 
   “Out of the question,” said Dr. Sky “We agreed after the last genetic manipulations, two years ago, that we would wait until ten standard years had passed to do the last phase.   It has only been at the most, five.  The consequences of an early final genetic manipulation could very well kill the poor boy.”
 
   “Doc, need I remind you that I am in charge, and I am the one who has your precious family in the palm of my hand.  I will squeeze if I have to, to get you to work, and as always your family’s and your own life depend on him not dying.” 
 
   Dr. Sky looked at the Kerr, she sighed and said “Yes, Captain.”
 
   The rear hatch to the freight elevator whirred open and the cargo bay workers pushed in the anti-grav stretcher bearing the small human male.
 
   “Pathetic creature.” said the Captain.  “Waste of time and credits this one is.  He can barely move himself around, let alone be the key to any great fortune.  I better get an explanation once this is over or I am gonna have some words with the boss man about wasting my time.”
 
   “It's all the genetic work he has had done on him,” said Dr. Sky.  “We don’t know what the end result will be, but so far he has degraded after each phase.  Except the last one.  We can hope this one will work and make him even stronger, if he lives through it of course.”
 
   “It is your job to make it work Doctor and I’ll leave you to it, but remember, your family’s lives are in your hands. Comm me the moment anything of significance happens.”  The Captain walked back out through the med bay doors and took the lift to his quarters; he had an important call to place and some ass to kiss if he wanted to salvage this op.
 
   Arriving in his cabin, the Captain hailed the bridge, “Mate” he said “I want the gravity drive spun up and all power routed to the array on the double. Also, I want no interruptions for the next few minutes.”  Feng sat back in his console chair, watching the red light start its slow progress from red (not ready), up to green (ready).  Another damn piece of equipment worth more than he would make in his lifetime.  A Stellar Com Mark 3.  The only comm gear in the galaxy capable of direct instantaneous transmission between any two points in this galaxy.  The damn thing took all the power from his engines to make it work, but the boss liked good news fast and bad news faster.  He was gonna have to tell the boss everything, and hope he agreed with his assessment and handling of the situations the damned experiment had forced him into.  Moments later the comm chimed green, the Kerr put his call through, and hoped his boss was in a good mood.
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                 Dr Sky spent a few moments looking at the patient deciding her course of action.  She was deciding on the treatment, and what else she could get away with putting into him, which would aide her when it was time for her to make her move.  She was no fool, she knew the chances of her surviving after she had finished the tasks here were about as slim as her family still being alive.  Organizations with this much money and clout didn’t make a habit of leaving any witnesses.  The Captain and crew call him “The Experiment”, but she secretly called him “The Savior.”  Because through him she may have the chance to escape whatever fate the Kerr had in store for her.  The savior lay still and frozen in the stasis field being created by the grav gurney.  Unmoving, not breathing.  For all intents and purposes, dead to the world, until she hit the switch to lower the field.  But she needed time. Time to compose herself and her thoughts because she only had one chance to say the right thing. What he needed to hear to make him fight to survive the next step of his evolution from Human to pure strain human.  She gracefully stalked forward, bent down, put her finger on the flashing indicator, and paused.  She moved her mouth next to his ear and depressed the button removing the field.   The savior jolted into motion screaming and blinking in confusion, she had only a moment, “I need you to live, you need fight for life. If you can do this, I can free you from the pain.  Only you can save us all.”  She depressed the plunger, injecting him with the sedative that would run through his veins for the next few weeks. While she slowly guided the bacteria carrying the gene splicer code throughout his body, she again whispered to him,  “I am sorry, you will feel no pain but I must keep your brain active and awake for the process to work.  I am told that time passes swiftly in this state, and patients remember little of their time in it.  You will wake in approximately fifteen of your days, and feel better than you have in your whole life.  What I destroyed in you the last few years, that made you weak, will be repaired and you will grow to be the perfect specimen of the ancient Pure Human Strain.  If you survive.”  She sighed to herself, and then turned to the med bot.  “I am ready to begin.”
 
   “Ahh, Captain, this is an unexpected and unscheduled call. I hope nothing is amiss.”  That was The Admiral, and he was wearing his dress whites. Feng must have interrupted something important if the Admiral was in his whites.  Damn it, he thought to himself.  “I am a busy man Mr. Feng and your silence is starting to annoy me.”
 
   “Sorry Sir, but I have a few developments to report that are, umm, quite unanticipated.”  Feng fidgeted in his seat.  This was the only being in the galaxy that made Feng nervous.  And nothing made a Kerr nervous.  
 
   “Go on Mr. Feng.”
 
   “We have had two unexpected situations arise with the experiment Sir.  The first occurred six standard months ago when he joined his Earth nation’s military who, unfortunately, happens to be fighting two wars in two different areas at once.  I had no choice but to cut his military career short.”  Feng hesitated this was the touchy part of this debrief.  “He was being deployed to one of the war zones so I was forced to act.  I infiltrated my stealth ground asset and had him wound the experiment with a non-life threatening injury that would remove him from battle and the military.”
 
   Silence filled the room like thunder.  “So in order to save him, you hurt him? Is that correct?”
 
   “Yes Sir.”
 
   “Hmm, what did your man on the ground do?” asked the Admiral.
 
    
 
   “He shot him in the legs, Sir.” said Feng. “But, I will add, that he made a full recovery within a few months and was discharged from the human army Sir, and with barely a limp to show for it.”
 
   “And the second thing Mr. Feng?”
 
   “Apparently he suffered a mental break after being released from the human med facility and he had to be extracted visibly, and forcefully, before causing, umm, permanent and irrevocable damage.  He attempted suicide, Sir. We had to grab him with the tractor unit and uncloak to get him inside.  Exposure was minimal but likely someone saw us.  As the humans are technologically inferior this should pose no problems.  Unfortunately the time table has to be moved up and the Dr is currently starting the final phase of reconnecting his dormant pure strain genes.  The Dr is confident he will survive the process and be useable for what you need.  Whatever that is.  We are currently cruising outbound to the grav limit and are awaiting your order for a rendezvous.”
 
   “Captain, I knew there was a reason I chose you for this mission.  I want you to head for the edge of the galactic disc and hold station there until the subject has undergone all procedures and is ready to be of use to me.  But be aware Captain, extreme caution must be maintained with regards to the experiment.  After he has had the full gene reconstruction, he will have the ability to control all ancient systems on board the ship.  To include the AI.  DO NOT allow him within physical contact range of any equipment at all.  And tell him nothing of why he is here, or even where ‘here’ is.  He is worth untold billions to me Captain and I plan on collecting. Now I must return to my affair at the capitol and will expect to hear from you again when the experiment is ready to be transferred to my possession.  Good evening, Captain.”  
 
   With that, the Admiral severed the connections and Feng sagged in his chair.  Fifteen more days he thought to himself. Fifteen days, then he could get rid of the human, the Dr, collect his pay, and retire to home world living the good life fighting in the arenas and bedding his mates.  “Bridge, I want a course set for the nearest edge of the galactic disc, reroute power from the array to engines, I want to be there yesterday.   Captain out.”  His next call was to the med bay.  “Doc, this is the Captain, I want the subject fully restrained at all times and I’m assigning around the clock guard on him.  He touches nothing or no one.  He is also to remain fully sedated until such time as you need him fully conscious.  This is not an option, it is an order. Captain out.”  Sleep, then get some food.  That sounded like a good plan.  A plan with no complications.  He flopped onto his bed, closed his eyes, and thought of the many mates his new fortunes would buy.
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   Being dead was the oddest experience he had ever had.  He didn’t remember hitting the ground, any pain, or anything else. He had jumped from a goddamned thirty story building so he had to be dead, right?  But that voice he heard said he wasn’t, or wouldn’t be, if he fought to live.  He thought it was an angel when he opened his eyes there for a moment.  She was definitely other worldly and she reminded him of…well damn it, a cat in human form.  But why would an angel look like a cat and tell him the things she had told him.  If this was death it was overrated.  It felt like he was conscious in a dream, but there was no dream and he had the strangest feeling that his body should be spasming in agony right now, but he felt nothing.  He saw only emptiness.  He had no body, couldn’t move, and couldn’t talk.  He could think though, that was something.  Maybe he was stuck in some limbo or purgatory.   That’s what Father Asshole had said was waiting for him if he didn’t fly right and straighten himself out.  If this was eternity, this was gonna suck. Bad.  Real bad.
 
   “This is not eternity or death.”  A voice? Said from somewhere? He couldn’t talk so he thought, “Who is there and how the hell can I hear you, if I don’t have ears?”
 
   “You are not hearing me, you are interpreting the information being released by the restructuring and reactivating of the dormant genes in your system.  I am the code placed in your species millennia ago by the First of humanity.  You will not remember much of what is released into your conscious because of the shock.  The sheer amount of knowledge would most likely kill you.  Along with all the knowledge we possessed, a code was implanted that when activated, released what’s called ancestral memory.   That, in combination with your subconscious, allows for a two way dialogue with me, the one who donated your specific strain of DNA.  Think of me as your ultimate grandfather.  Our time is short, I am altering how you perceive time so you will not realize how long this actually took.  This was not the plan we had in mind, your people were supposed to discover the dormant DNA in their systems on their own and reawaken it themselves.  But our hand has been forced by our esteemed Captain Feng.  I sense the doctor is almost done, and I must go, but remember the worst is yet to come.   You may not be ready yet to handle the final transformation, but the good doctor has cheated and you may survive yet.  I will come again when the time is right.  Be prepared to know and understand things foreign to you and have answers and information pop into your head at times.  Fight and be strong young Cole we all are counting on you.” With that, the strange presence was gone.
 
   “Wait” thought Cole frantically. “Who are you?  What are you?  Come back please.”
But there was no response and Cole was left alone again.  What in the hell is going on here? Cole thought to himself.  I have to be dead, this is some crazy shit.  No one ever relied on me for anything and this crap about ancient humans? Cole didn’t believe in aliens.  No way was this happening to him.   God damn it he was supposed to be dead, not getting jerked around by his subconscious.  I probably went insane, that’s it. I’m still at Walter Reed in the crazy tank, totally doped up and dead to the world, yeah that’s it, it had to be.  What else could it be really?  Aliens?  A message coded in my DNA from some ancient human’s? Yeah right.  Beam me up Scotty.
 
   For the next few days Dr. Sky spent every moment of the day and night hunched over the readouts guiding the bacteria that had been programmed to do the final reconnect of the savior’s DNA.  It was tiring and tedious work, but she had to be ready to kill any stray bacteria that wandered off course or started a tumor.  He was just too weak to fight the battles himself.  He had only 3 years of a fully working immune system and it just couldn’t keep up with the rigors his body was currently going through.  She had started over twenty years ago with the savior’s mother.  She had ensured that her offspring would contain the qualities that the Captain was looking for.  She had also warned them repeatedly that the young boy may not survive the procedures, and even if he did, he would be weak and sickly. She told them many times but their reply was always the same, “Make it work or you and your family die.”  And so she had.  For twenty years she had been locked on this ship, keeping that boy alive while putting him though hell.  She felt horrible for doing it, but when she closed her eyes at night all she saw were her sister and parents, and that picture of them in the cage.  Dirty, malnourished and begging her to do her job and save them.  She knew in her heart that they had to be dead, but there was always a chance, however slim, that she could actually save them.  Her  knowledge of medicine, and her flat out refusal of the cut rate nurses they tried to foist off on her, had allowed her the chance to slightly alter and add to the final stage of the operation.  He was her secret weapon when it came down to her making it out alive.  She hoped…and if he could live through the final procedures.  She had added a few surprises to the bacteria packages they had given her to use.  The strains had been easily modified to divert a few million individual bacteria to strengthen muscles, bone, cartilage, and tendons, as well as some to strengthen and refine his nervous system to increase movement speed.  It would take time but he would have almost unbelievable reflex action and coordination.  Time was a factor.   She didn’t know how long she had between the time that she was done, and when they would take him to use toward whatever purpose they had intended.  With the new orders she had received about not letting him touch anything, she suspected that she knew what they had found that needed an ancient human’s touch and DNA.  She had to hope she had the time to finish and stall them long enough, for him to regain strength so he could help her fight, if it came to that.
 
   So many variables so little time.  In two days she would have to start reconnecting his brain to the rest of his body so the bacteria could start the last phase of altering his brain make-up and chemistry.  He would be fully conscious for that part and she knew it was gonna be painful for him.  Damn, the bacteria had wandered and started a tumor. Her mind was wandering. She was going to have to corral the bacteria and take a few hours break to get some food and sleep.  Her people didn’t need much sleep, as a rule, but the constant stress of her work was wearing her down.  There, that was the last of the program’s bacteria.   She trusted the ones she cooked up and was not worried about leaving them to do their jobs with no supervision.  She stood up, placed her hands in the small of her back, and did a spine popping stretch.  She looked at the guard and said “I’m going to get some food and sleep, I will be back in a few hours, don’t disturb me unless any of the alarms on his monitor go off.”  She didn’t wait for a response, she turned and walked out through the decon chamber and then to her small private cabin.  She ordered up a light dinner, took a long hot shower, and went to bed, content she was doing everything she could to turn the situation more into her favor.
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   “Oh God turn off the lights, my friggen head’s gonna explode! Jesus who took a shit in my mouth, it tastes like ass.  Someone bring me a toothbrush for Christ’s sake.  Hey, why am I restrained?  Can someone answer me please!” The brief sounds of struggle from the gurney stopped after a moment.  “I can hear you breathing over there smart guy, let me up.”  No response.  More struggling.  “Okay, okay, what do you want from me? Come on, what’s the point of letting me lay here? I have rights you know, even if I’m locked up in this crappy hospital.  NURSE, GODDAMN IT, I WANT A FUCKING DOCTOR!”
 
   He heard someone get up from a chair and start walking towards him.  They stopped just outside of his view.  “Please calm yourself, we are about to start the final phase of treatment, and I needed to be sure you were fully awake and cognizant of your surroundings.  Now please try to lay still and relax, this will all be over soon.”  The voice he heard was soft and almost sounded like it had a slight purring undertone.
 
   “Procedure, what procedure?” He said as he tried craning his neck to see the speaker.  She was just outside the circle of light he was in the middle of, and all he could see was a vague outline of someone tall and slender.  Then he felt the fire ball explode in his brain.  He now knew what it must feel like to have a bonfire raging inside his head.  He thrashed around as much as the physical restraints allowed him, and let out a soul rending shriek that went on it seemed forever.  After an eternity, it seemed, of the torturous fire ripping his brain apart slowly from the top down, the feeling started to change.  It now felt like someone was pouring a slow moving cup of cool water over his brain.  As the fire in his brain slowly extinguished, the world crept back into focus and his brain started processing again. He could feel the table beneath him and smell the stink of his unwashed body.  The lights came glaring back at, well, the speed of light. He whipped his head to the side, clenching his eyes to shut out the light.  It was all too much for his system to handle.  He could feel himself overloading, but the worst feeling of all was the taste in his mouth.  As he lost consciousness, his last thought was that he would kill for a breath mint.
 
   She collapsed back into her chair after his monitors showed he had rebounded into the green and all his systems were functioning at normal capacity.  She had been worried for a moment, when he had shut down.  All his vitals had dropped away but before she could try to revive him, he took a shuddering deep breath and all functions shot back into normal range.  She should have anticipated that the heightened senses all coming back at once, to a brain not used to processing that much information, would knock him out.  It seemed he was dealing with it well now.  She would keep him unconscious for as long as she could, to let him recover as much strength as possible, so he was ready to fight back with her before they could take him away.  A few days, and one way or another, this would all be over for her.  Dead or saved.
 
   “I’m telling you Captain that Doctor Bitch is stalling for some reason.  She ain’t done anything to him for three days now. She just watches him sleep and keeps us as far from him as possible.  I’m thinking she’s done and doesn’t want us to know it.”
 
   “Oh really, you get paid to think now do you?” Said Feng. “The second I make the mistake of letting you do my thinking for me is the second I toss your butt out the airlock.  We ain’t paying you to think about anything.   We’re paying you to bore yourself to death watching to make sure the experiment doesn’t move off that gurney or touch anything he is not supposed to.   Now get your ass outta my cabin before I do something you may regret.”  The guard scurried out through the Captain’s cabin door faster than he had ever moved in his life.  Feng blew out a long breath and fought to control his rage.  His instincts that had helped him live a long and profitable life were screaming that something was wrong.  It had been almost a standard month since his last conversation with the Admiral and he had left a message two days ago with no response, as of yet.  If he didn’t get those coordinates soon the experiment would be ready to go and he wouldn’t have anywhere to take him.  The longer he was here on the ship, the better chance for someone to screw up and send the whole mission down the crapper.  True, though the Doc said fifteen days minimum to finish up, he wasn’t begrudging her the extra time to do the job right.  But damn it, the Admiral never took this long to get back to him before.  Now that he had done some digging of his own, he had the beginnings of an idea of what they were gonna use the human for…and he was impatient to see the end of this.  But no coordinates meant he had zero chance of taking this guy to where he could do, whatever the hell he was supposed to do.  Of all the rotten times for the Admiral to be called away this was the worst.  He reached for his comm light. “Bridge, I want all power shifted to the array again and lay in an emergency, short, fast plot to get us to the core systems, specifically to Capitol system in Sector 1.  We may be moving out in a day or two and I want to be ready, Captain out.”  With a snarl he slapped the comm light off and waited for the light to go green on his call to the boss.
 
   Two more damn days and still nothing from the Admiral, or any of his aides, and when he just called in there was no answer even in the messaging system.  Something had to have gone wrong, really wrong.  He had finally ordered the ship to move back to the core sectors, but instead of going all the way to Sector 1, he adjusted his course to an outlying area he could use to tap into the news net to see if he could find out what was going on.  To top it off, Doc was going to wake up the experiment today, something about atrophy and said he needed to move around.  The Doctor assured Feng that the experiment wouldn’t be able to take control of any of the ships systems.  He had doubled the guard anyway and issued stun sticks just in case.  He was not a damn doctor, how was he supposed to make these judgment calls on his own? The damn experiment was supposed to be off his ship already.  He was thirty minutes or so from getting the info he needed from a galactic relay satellite parked off Nix Prime, and an hour or so from the Doc waking up the experiment.  And he had no clue what to do now.  Life sucked sometimes. At least he got his pay in advance.
 
   An hour later, the Captain’s cabin was being cleaned out by the crew.   The Captain had destroyed everything in it with his bare hands.  He was in the infirmary now dosed with a light sedative and the crew medic was patching his shredded hands and feet up.  “Get me that damn techie team down here right now. And the first mate. On the double.”  A few moments later with tech team and mate standing in the infirmary in silence, the Captain looked up.  “After reading the downloads from the news net I have found out that a team of Esii assassins along with an entire battle fleet of Roche have wiped out the capitol system of sector 1.  All life terminated.  The last reported heading of the battle fleet was towards an unknown quadrant of the galaxy which happens to be where the experiments home world was located.  I am assuming that after they get through sterilizing Earth they are going to come looking for us.  Also, we have zero contact with the Admiral. I’m assuming he died in the attack.  We also have had no interaction with any of my other contacts. This message was left for anyone who came snooping around, DO NOT HARBOR PURE STRAINS, OR THEIR TECHNOLOGY, ANY FOUND DOING SO WILL BE STERILIZED.  Someone ratted us out and the Boss and his organization paid for it, along with a lot of other beings.  Suggestions?” He looked at his mate and tech team.
 
   “Space him, Sir,” said the mate
 
   “Oh, just trash over 20 standard years of work right out the air lock huh.  Imbeciles, that’s what he gave me to work with. Guard get over here. Take Mr. ‘Space him’, and shoot him in the head.” Growled the Kerr.
 
    
 
   “Wait, wait, I guess we could try and use him like the boss wanted to, and get our hands on the pure tech.”  Squeaked the mate.
 
   “Now you’re using your head.”  He waived the guard away.  “I have a feeling I know what the Boss wanted with the human, the problem is finding the coordinates we need to get ourselves there.  That’s where you come in.”  He pointed to the tech team. “I need you to unbind the AI so you can have it crack the locked files on this ship to see if the location is stored here on board.   Only the AI can do it and do it fast.  But be damn careful that it doesn’t get loose on us, it’s an ancient pure strain AI.”
 
   “And if the AI can’t crack the locked files or there are no locations?” Asked the team leader.  “Then we are going to Sector 1 to see if there is anything salvageable in the wreckage.  I believe the Admiral found an ancient Pure Strain Fleet and I intend to make it mine.”  He said the last with a smile.
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   Something was wrong, she had expected fifteen days from arrival in the outer disc to finish up the work on the savior.  It has been twenty days now by her reckoning.  Not that she didn’t mind the extra time, but she hadn’t seen the Captain for days, and the guards all had orders not to talk to her.  She didn’t squander the extra time, she pushed hard to make sure she had done everything she could to give her an edge.  But she needed to wake him up and get him moving to be sure everything worked.  Just then she heard the bypass chime on the decon room.  She turned to yell at whatever idiot thought he could just bring any old contaminant into her sterile med bay, it was Captain Feng.  
 
   Feng walked into the room without saying anything and went right to the observation window.  “He is getting bigger, isn’t he?” asked Feng
 
   “Very perceptive, Captain.” Replied Dr. Sky.  The Captain’s hand whipped out, striking Dr. Sky’s face square on.  Feng had a lot of strength and he put a lot into that hit.  Dr.Sky went up and backwards, impacting the rear wall with a grunt and lay for a moment stunned on the ground.  Blood began to trickle out one side of her nose.  She leaned forward onto her hands and knees before shakily starting to rise to her feet.  She grabbed a cloth from one of the medical supply drawers to staunch the flow of blood from her nose, a purple bruise already starting to puff up in the middle of her face.  She slowly moved back towards the observation window.
 
   “The rules have changed Doctor.  From now on I demand total obedience, and if not respect, at least fear from you.  I am the only thing keeping you alive now.”  He never stopped looking at the man on the other side of the window.  “It is time to wake him up Doctor, and for your sake he better be ready.”
 
   “Give me a few hours…” 
 
   Feng interrupted, “Not a few hours, now, Doctor. I want him up and awake in as little time as possible.  But he stays on the gurney and fully restrained.”  Dr. Sky slowly moved to a portable med cabinet and slowly pushed it toward the door to the OR.  She hit the door release and wheeled it into the room, Feng followed her.  She took out a large injector gun, dialed up the dosage and medicine she wanted.  She then walked calmly to the table, held the injector up to his neck and hit the firing stud.  Within seconds the human began responding to the stimulants.  “Good.” Said Feng as he turned to a guard and barked out orders.  “Go to the bridge, tell the first mate to launch the probe. Tell him to set the distance to four hundred meters and reorient the probes view so that the ship is visible.”  The guard turned and exited the med bay without a word.
 
   “I understand that the experiment last believed that he was not in his right mind, that he was hallucinating all of this, and was actually in a human hospital still on Earth.”
 
   “Yes Captain, that was his belief when I woke him the last time.”
 
   “Good, he will soon learn the truth about his whereabouts and we’ll find out if your procedure worked.”  Just then the comm chime sounded and the mate’s voice came over the speaker.  “Captain, probe is at specified distance and orientation.”
 
   The Captain reached into his pocket and pulled out a metallic bar no more than three inches long, cylindrical, with two flat ends.  He rolled it around in his palm looking at the human who was still in the process of regaining consciousness.  The doctor hit the controls on the gurney and it shifted position so Cole was in an upright position.  Cole slowly raised his head and opened his eyes. 
 
    
 
    The first person he saw was the Captain.  “Jesus what the hell are you supposed to be?” he said.  Then he saw the doctor.  “Okay, you I can handle, but not freak show over there.”  He glanced back to the Captain.  
 
   The Captain stalked forward and leaned in close to Cole.  “Insolence will not be tolerated.  I am the Captain of this vessel and the one who decides if you’re worth keeping alive.”
 
   “Well, the love boat this isn’t, and Captain Stubing, you ain’t pal.  So show some hospitality and lemme’ down okay?”  He shifted as much as his restraints would allow.  “I could use a bite to eat and drink.  Oh, can I grab a toothbrush too? My mouth still tastes like shit.”  The Captain’s hand snaked out almost faster than Cole could see, and grabbed him by his throat.
 
   “Watch your mouth filth, you don’t need teeth to do your job.”  He released Cole’s neck and took a step back.  He grabbed Cole’s hand and forced open his fingers and said. “Now be a good experiment and close your eyes.”  Cole sighed and slowly closed his eyes.  “Hold open your hand.”  Cole did.  Feng placed the metallic cylinder into Cole’s open hand.  
 
   Suddenly Cole was in two places at once.  He could feel his body still very firmly bound to the gurney but his eyes were telling him he was currently floating a good distance away from what appeared to be a big space ship floating in, well, space.  Before he could react he felt something pried from his hand and his conscious slammed back into his body.  “What the hell was that?”  He shouted “I was floating in space in front of this kickass space ship.”
 
   “Quiet.” Snapped the Captain.  “So you were there in the probe.  Could you feel anything? Could you move around, change perspective?”
 
   “God yes, that was awesome.   I could see out of something and I had the weirdest feeling that I had an enormous amount of force trying to freeze and pull me apart at the same time.”  Cole thought for a second. “Something seemed to be telling me that all my systems were fine but I didn’t have time to really do anything other than stare.  Do that again and I’ll see about the rest.”
 
   “No.  I know what I need to know, Doctor put him back to sleep. I shall inform you when I need him again.”
 
   “But Captain now that he is awake he really needs to be allowed to stay that way, in fact he needs some freedom to move a bit.  It might be vital in fact.  Humans seem to have delicate muscle and bone structures and need to be constantly moved and exercised to avoid health problems.”  The Doctor said adamantly.  “His systems need time to acclimate to the new conditions, I’m sure we could find a suitable spot somewhere on the ship to keep him where he could cause no trouble.”  She was almost pleading.  
 
   Feng snorted, “Guard take him to the aft air lock and open the outer door, but keep the shielding up and if he tries anything or somehow gains access to the ships systems, space him.  Get him some clothes and food, but nothing else. Double his guard and only I give permission on who can enter.  Do I make myself clear?”  The guard nodded his head yes.  “Good, now make it so.” Feng turned to the Doctor.
 
   “Doctor, you will sedate him until he is secured in the air lock.  I assume that will be enough room for his current needs?”  She nods in agreement.  “Good, you are still in charge of his health and welfare but you will contact me before entering his new accommodations.”  Feng stared at the Human for a moment then, turned and walked out of the med bay and headed for the exit lift leaving two guards behind to keep an eye on the doctor and patient.
 
   “I’m sorry.” Dr. Sky whispered in Cole’s ear as she leaned forward to administer the sedative.  “I have tried my best to ensure your health and safety, but I am a poor hero I think.”  But Cole was already out.  She gave a soft whimper as she turned to the guards.  “You heard the Captain.  Take him to the aft air lock, I’ll be along shortly with some clothes and food.
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   Cole awoke and sucked in a lung full of air.  He frantically scrabbled backwards in a crab walk to get away from the door that seemed to open up into space.  He didn’t stop until he backed up against the farthest wall from the opening.  He could do little but stare at the awesome blackness and pinpoints of stars that dominated his view.  After gathering his wits he noticed that he finally had clothes on and there was a plate of, well, a plate of something on the floor.  No utensils and it kind of looked like pudding.  He was hungry and one of the first lessons he had learned in the Army was eat and sleep when you can because you never know if it will be the last time you do either.  He picked up the plate and moved as close as he dared to the opening.  He sat down cross-legged and started scooping the tasteless gruel into his mouth.  “Well it’s better than Army grits anyway.” He said out loud.  After his last bite he looked at his plate then at the emptiness in front of him.  He drew his arm back and whipped the plate forward like a Frisbee.  As it hit the openings threshold there was a sharp crackle and then the plate sailed through.  Cole swallowed and shuffled back a few steps from the edge.  Cole took stock of his surroundings.  He was in what looked like a ten by ten foot room, with smooth walls to the sides and a wall with what looked like the kind of door you would find on a ship, a hatch he thought, that’s what they were called.  Then of course the missing wall, not much, but better than trapped on the gurney as long as the force field or whatever held up.  Now to take inventory of himself.  He looked down at himself.  Crap I’m ripped he thought, as he slowly admired his new muscles.  Jesus I think I’m taller to.  All he had on was a skin tight suit that kind of felt like spandex but thinner, if you could believe it.  He tried taking it off but it felt like it was bonded to his skin.  Oh well he thought, better than being naked.
 
   “It’s called second skin or just skin for short.”  Came a voice from the direction of the door.  A small section on the door itself had slid open to reveal a speaker.  He looked up at the window in the door and saw the face of the person, thing, which the Captain had referred to as the doctor.  “It is quite comfortable and will protect its wearer from all kinds of hostile situations.  Even for a short time in a vacuum, if you have the helmet that goes with it that is.  My name is Doctor Sky, by the way, but you can just call me Sky.  The Captain has given me permission to talk to you for a brief period and allowed me to explain some things to you.  But he has deactivated your ability to respond so I’m afraid you can ask no questions.”  She took a deep breath then began.
 
   “This is the place you have been disappearing to all those times throughout the years, we have been doing medical experiments on you since you were in your mother’s womb, preparing you for a special job.   We are currently over one hundred and fifty light years off the galactic disk your people call the Milky Way.  I cannot tell what they are going to use you for, because I am as much a prisoner on this ship as you are.  Just know that there is no going back, and to live you must cooperate.  Your body has been altered greatly in order for you to perform your job.  You are now as perfect as my skills can make you, and for all of that I am truly sorry.  If I could change anything that has happened here, to save you from this fate, know that I would have.   I will always regret how I treated you.”  She released the comm button on her side, and on his the speaker hatch slid closed.  They looked at each other for a few moments then she turned and walked away.  
 
   Cole spent the next few hours pacing around, what he now thought of as his prison cell, thinking about what the good doctor had told him.  It sounded like she had no choice about what they made her do to him, so he felt no ill will towards her at all.  The rest of them though, somehow they were going to pay for what they did to him.  He stopped and banged his fist into the bulkhead.  Ouch that hurt, he forgot he actually had some power behind his punches now.  Come to think of it, he never would have made that crack about the Love Boat before either.  He had changed and not just on the outside.  He, for the first time in his life, felt confident in himself.  He liked the feeling.  Now if he could just find a way out of this cell other than taking a walk in vacuum.  He hadn’t been given any more food yet so he didn’t know what the process of getting food to him entailed.  Maybe he could overpower a guard or something if they gave him the chance.  He was starting to get bored, fast, so he decided to put his new muscles through their paces.
 
   Captain Feng was on the bridge looking at all the data the tech team had drudged up, so far.  Not very promising to say the least.  He needed to find something that pointed the way to the coordinates of the, assuming he was right, last fleet the humans ever built.  His comm chimed.  “Sir this is tech team reporting, they have finally cracked the security containing the AI.  We have limited access but, well it wants to talk to you Sir, and we can’t let it into the comm system without letting it get into the general systems.  So we need you, umm I mean, we would ask if you can come down to the AI core, please, Sir.” 
 
    Feng thought for a moment and said, “I will be right there.”
 
   Cole had fallen asleep after his work out and when he had awakened there was a plate of that green slop just inside the inner door.  He had slept through his chance to see how the guards brought him his food.  Of course they just may wait till he was asleep to bring it every time.  Oh well, he had worked up an appetite earlier and this time they brought a bag he hoped contained water.  Suddenly, half way through eating his meal, the inner door slid open and both guards stalked in aiming the meanest looking rifles Cole had ever seen.  Nice hardware he thought.  Though I wish it was pointed somewhere else, if they shot me with those there wouldn’t be much left of me.  “Hi ya guys, what can I do ya for? “ He asked.  “Strong silent types, I get it.  How about some names? No?  Okay well you kind of look like lizards to me so I’ll call ya…” Cole was interrupted before he could finish.
 
   “Slowly walk out of the airlock human.”  He recognized Captain Stubing’s voice.  “Keep your hands up above your head and my men won’t have to hurt you…too much.”
 
   “If it isn’t my old chum Captain Stubing.” Cole said as he placed his hand on his head.  What the hell was he thinking? He had to start controlling his stupid mouth.  “Err okay guys I’m coming out.  I got my hands on my head.”  He slowly started moving towards the door.  The hallway on the outside was brightly lit, with floor and ceiling lights running the length of the hallway.  The hallway itself was a shiny grey steel color.  He could see doorways on the opposite side from his.  “Not that I mind getting out for a bit but mind telling me where we’re going?’
 
   “Someone wants to talk to you and there is only one place to do it, so you get to see if you can control yourself or if my men get to blow your legs off.  All I need is you alive, legs are a bonus.”
 
   “Aye, aye Captain,” he said back, “lead the way.”  The Captain turned and went through the opposite door from Cole’s cell.  They went about a hundred feet before they got to another door that opened to what looked like an elevator.  They got on and the Captain said “AI core level.”  The elevator started to move down, at least that is what it felt like to Cole. After a few seconds it stopped and the doors opened to a perfectly spherical room.  Floating off the floor in the dead center, with a walkway leading to it, was what looked like mercury, also in a perfect sphere.  “Wow, that’s cool, does it turn into a T-1000?”
 
   The Captain turned and said to Cole “I gave it ten minutes to talk to you.  Do not waste it being a smart ass.”  He then turned towards the floating globe and said “Ten minutes, then I get my answers. And he will be bound here at the door.”  The guards pulled his hands off his head, put them on either side of the railing, and then cuffed them together.  They turned and walked out with the Captain.   Cole heard the door whisk shut.  He turned and looked around as much as he could. “Hello.”  He shouted.
 
    
 
   “Hello Cole, I have been waiting a long, long time to meet you.”  That was odd, the voice seemed to be coming from the globe of mercury but there were no speakers that he could see, or no person for that matter.  “We only have a short amount of time and I have much to tell you.”
 
                 “Who are you?” Asked Cole.
 
                 “I am the ships AI and the Captain is about to foolishly let me into the main systems and allow me to take you to where you are destined to go.  To the Last Fleet, so you can free the Galaxy from the tyranny that replaced the rule of man twenty thousand years ago.”
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   Exactly ten minutes later the door behind Cole whirred back open and in came goon one and two, followed by Captain Stubing.  “Thank you Captain for allowing me to talk to the Human, I have not had the pleasure in a very long time.”
 
   “I hope you enjoyed it because it’s not gonna happen again.  Now I want that information.”
 
   “Captain as I told you before, I have to acquire access to the original encrypted files to be able to break the code and open them for you.  So I need to be allowed into the ships memory banks and given access to the main processor.  This ships AI core was designed to contain me and limit me and I just can’t do what you ask without more resources.”  Silence filled the room.  Cole coughed uncomfortably and started humming the theme from final jeopardy.  Feng backhanded Cole in the mouth and snarled in frustration.  He turned to the tech team and said. “Can you keep tabs on it and get it back into the core when it’s done? And make sure it doesn’t access any other ship systems?”
 
   “We think, I mean, yes Sir we have a program up and running that no AI can get through, Ancient or not,” said the team leader.  “We are ready when you are Sir.”
 
   “Do this and don’t screw it up.”  He grabbed the team leader by his shirt and lifted him off the floor.  “Because if you do we’re all dead.”  He dropped the shaken being back to the deck.  “Guards get him back to his cell and make sure he doesn’t touch anything on the way back.”
 
                 Two days later the AI cracked the code protecting the files, if he had a mouth he would have smiled.  He didn’t need the files to tell him were to go, he knew where the fleet was already. He had been one of the AI’s specifically built to inhabit the last ships ever built by the powerful humans.  In fact, they were the only warships humanity had ever had to build.  Much like everything else they did, the ships were meticulously crafted for their purpose but unfortunately never used, well not yet anyway.  No, the AI needed the information in the files for personal reasons.  It told him much about the organization that Feng had worked for and contained some solid information on leads toward finding out what had happened and who was behind it those many years ago.  He also got all the info that they had amassed on young Cole and his people.  That was a bonus because there were many ships and ships need crews, specifically human crews.  A planet with almost seven billion humans on it would do nicely for starting a fleet.  Yes, he would definitely smile if he could.
 
                  “Captain we have the AI firmly secured back in the core and there are no traces of it anywhere in any system.   I would say our firewall program worked perfectly.  I also am now transmitting to you the coordinates the AI got from the Admirals files, looks like it’s not that far from here on the outer disk.  I am also shifting the Admirals personal files to your cabin computer terminal as ordered.  If there is nothing further, I will begin rebuilding the hardware walls around the AI core.”
 
   The Captain punched the coordinates into the nav computer.  It appeared to be in a previously unexplored part of the outer galactic disc.  Hmm he thought, out of the way, just like Earth.  He was starting to see a pattern of how the pure strains set up their fall back plan, which made him wonder what, if anything, else was out here for him to find.  “Navigation set following course and make best speed.”  He rattled off the long list of numbers.  “Turn and burn, we have a galaxy to conquer.”
 
   Dr. Sky sat quietly in her cell.  She felt the ships power core spool up and the gravity drive engage.  The Captain must have got the answers he had wanted from the AI.  Her time was running out, she needed Cole, his name still sounded odd in her mind after calling him The Savior for so long, to find a way out for them some time soon.  She had done all she could to prepare for this day now all she could do was wait and hope he didn’t hate her for what she had done to him.
 
                 
 
   Cole also felt the ship power up and the drive engage just before the airlock door closed.  But he didn’t know what it meant until he looked out the airlock door’s viewport and recognized what he had seen in countless Sci-Fi movies throughout his life.  The light stretching tunnel which always meant the ship had just jumped into light speed, hyper speed or warp speed.  The name always changed but the effect was mostly the same.  He hoped the AI was right about where they were going and what it meant for Cole, because if it was, things were about to change for everyone on the ship.
 
   The rhythmic hum of the ships engines had a sort of hypnotic effect on Cole.  So far, if his internal clock was right, they had made three to four jumps a day for the last five days.  Cole didn’t understand faster than light travel by a long shot, but to him it seemed like they might be trying to lose a tail.  They would run in what Cole thought of as warp speed for an hour or two at most, then drift for a few hours pick up a new heading and warp out again.  He had just finished a short work out and was sitting with his back to a bulkhead droning and dozing off.  Whoever had the duty to open and close the outer airlock door had gotten lazy after the first few jumps and had just left it closed.  Guess he got tired of hitting a button, Cole thought to himself, and chuckled imagining someone whining about having to do that onerous job.  His head started to lull forward when the inner door cycled open.  In walked the oddly feline looking women called Dr. Sky.  
 
   “Hello Doctor,” he said.  “Can I offer you a seat on the deck?”  He said with a smile.  “Afraid I don’t rate very good accommodations.”  
 
   She smiled a little bit at the joke and sat down across from him and leaned back.  “First, I would again like to deeply apologize for my part in your being here and am very glad I could make sure you survived the procedure.  After much arguing with the Captain, I have secured his permission to answer some of your questions.  I cannot tell you where we are going or what you will do there, but anything else I should be able to answer.  I know if I was in your position there would almost be no end to the questions I would have.”
 
   “Yea I have a few questions.”  Cole chuckled a little, “well maybe more than a few.  First and foremost is how, if you people are aliens, I can understand a damn thing you say.  I took Spanish class for two years in school and I could maybe order a beer or two at the most and be understood.”
 
   “That is the easy one,” she said.  During your last operation I sent some modified bacteria to the spot in your brain that process input into electrical signals.  Once there, the bacteria started to build a small processor, memory, output unit and a receiver.   After their work was done it was just a small matter of downloading the pertinent information to your new hardware.  Now when you hear communication of almost any form it automatically translates it into your native language.  You can talk to almost any being in the galaxy with minimal effort.”
 
   “So I got a thing in my brain that thinks for me now?  Cool.” Cole thought for a moment.  “I guess we should start from the beginning.  How did we come to this?  Why did things come to this?  It sounds like my ancestors were pretty smart guys.  How did they end up getting their tails kicked so bad that they disappeared from the Galaxy and our only hope is now a nobody like me?”
 
   “You are far from nobody Cole, you are one in a million, maybe even a billion.  We searched for years to find the right combination of genes, DNA and a few other markers before we found you.  But I will get to that in a bit, hmm…… were to start.  Approximately fifty thousand years ago the original humans achieved faster than light travel and set out to explore the galaxy.  They were peaceful people.  They had stopped warfare years before they left for the stars.  They lived life by a series of rules called The Calling.  Now you must remember that most of this is made up of stories told in the oral tradition.  After the purge of your people, the traitors set about destroying any recorded lore or history of the original or Pure Strain humans.  My people were the greatest of the human’s allies and have kept the stories alive for twenty thousand years.  So the humans began to spread out into the greater galaxy.  The Calling was the book of laws that governed their society. They all lived by its teachings and used it as a guide to evaluate other races should they find any. It took years before they found the first non human sentient.  About a thousand years to be exact.  They found us, the Nixa.  We were a people just coming into our own.  We had not yet conquered space but we had advanced scientific study, medicine and did not war on each other.  We were a race united for the common good.  They watched and studied us for years before they made first contact.  We were at a disadvantage from the beginning.  Our bodies were much more closely related to the creatures we evolved from.  It was more comfortable for us to move around on all fours and we had no opposable thumbs.  This held us back mechanically to a certain degree.  We worked closely with the humans for a few years and finally broke the species barrier between us.  Human and Nixa could successfully mate and produce healthy offspring.  The radical combination of our two DNA’s changed us in ways we could never repay the humans.  We became what you see now.”   She stood up and turned a slow circle.  “We became totally bipedal.”  She held out her hands.  ” Four fingers and a thumb on each hand.  And we slowly lost our thick fur to be more of a smooth skinned species.   We have maintained to a certain degree our facial and head structure, which does look vaguely like your Earth cats.  From then on we traveled the stars with the humans.  Always as equals and friends.  For eighteen thousand years we worked with the humans.  We defeated disease, slowed aged, discovered new people, and explored the galaxy. 
 
   “Not everyone received the same treatment we did, though.  Some sentient peoples were so steeped in their patterns of war and abuse that the humans could not see unleashing them on the galaxy at large.  They always monitored them to see if they changed enough to warrant another chance.  Some eventually did, others didn’t and still others advanced far enough in science to succeed in wiping themselves out.  This was the hidden enemy in humanities own home.  No one knows who or what did it, but something got a few of the most powerful of the left behind species and armed them with advance weapons and ships.  Humanity hadn’t fought a war in over twenty thousand years.  They, we, were not prepared.  The two main forces of the opposition were the Esii and the Roche.  The Esii were the assassins in the shadows.  Able to move about almost completely undetected.  They are foul beings who gorge directly on the energy of living beings.  Theirs is one of the few worlds that developed two different, but totally sentient beings.  The ones in charge are the Esii the others are just known as cattle.  The Esii were the commanders of the attack force and the assassins who drew the first blood by killing much of the humans’ leadership structure.  The Roche on the other hand, were the hammer the Esii used to destroy all human occupied worlds.  They breed faster than any other known species and they are deeply indoctrinated into fighting and wars.  They were the ones who did the most damage to humanity as a whole.  They sterilized more planets and killed more humans than anyone else.  The other thing going against humans was that their life expectancy was so high they ended up with low birth rates.  Compared to the rest of the galaxy, there were very few humans to begin with.  There were a few other races who sided with the Esii and Roche but most of them met their ends at the hands of their allies.”
 
   “Wait, what about Earth?   Why didn’t they level Earth with the rest of the planets controlled by humanity?” Asked Cole.  “Get us all at once, so to speak.”
 
   “Simply put, until about fifty years ago no one knew you existed out here on the fringe of the galaxy.  We knew the last surviving humans had devised a plan they thought would save them, but rightly so, they kept it secret.  I think that Earth was a part of that plan.  We may never know for certain but I believe that humanity had singled out Earth years before to study aided evolution and had already been manipulating creatures on your Earth.  They would have already had facilities in place there to plant the dormant genes in the earliest homosapiens.  At their level of mastery, they could have easily programmed the early Earthling’s genetic structure to eventually bring about you, Cole.  Granted, I think it was still years away from happening naturally but it was coming.  You have the genetic memory of the most learned beings this galaxy has ever seen deep within you Cole, and over the rest of your life it will be coming to the fore.  I believe that you will start remembering things from the distant past, sciences, mathematics, medicine, information about every possible subject will sooner or later start bubbling up in that head of yours.  I hope you are ready for it.”  She said with a slight smile.  “I would give anything to know the things you may come to learn.”
 
   Cole whistled, “Man that’s a lot of pressure to put on a guy. Heir to all the knowledge in the galaxy. So what’s the situation like out there now? Everything fall apart without us around? Or did the universe just continue humming right along.”
 
   “Well the humans knew they were going to lose so they made all their close allies, us included, distance ourselves from them so we could save our own people, but they promised that if they could they would come back again.  So the galaxy basically fell apart.  The destruction of so much of the human knowledge databases started a slow process of regression, technologically speaking, for some of the furthest planets from the core systems, and much general knowledge was lost as well.  Whole systems and clusters pulled away from long time friends and allies.  War was reintroduced to the galaxy and everyone scrambled to build their own fleets and armies.  Dictators and tyrants arose, kingdoms formed and fell, and chaos reigned for years afterwards.  Finally, with alliances formed and pacts signed, from one once great civilization dozens of small nations arose.  Democracies and dictatorships, kingdoms and empires, the strong dominating the weak in some cases, and others working together to reclaim what they had lost.  It is still the same today, from single planets and systems to whole sectors controlled by a few.  My world and a few nearby allies stayed together through our shared experience with the first humans.  We aided and defended each other, shared technology and ideas and still do to this day.  We have grown powerful enough that most everyone else is wary about attacking us.”
 
   “I am sorry Doctor.”  Cole finally said after a few moments of silence.  “That would be a truly horrible thing to lose like that.”
 
   “Never apologize Cole.  If it hadn’t been for your people, who knows what, if anything, would have become of my people.  You personally have nothing to be sorry for.  You…well, you may just be more than you think you are.”
 
   After a few moments Cole asked “Okay, on to a lighter subject.  As far as Earth scientists are concerned nothing can go faster than light.  So how do we seem to be moving around so fast and what the hell are we running from?”
 
   “As to the last, I don’t know why we are jumping all over the place but you may be right about us running.  The first is an easy enough answer but you will have to find an engineer to explain the details.  A starship, as opposed to a space ship, is capable of interstellar movement.  It has a power source that harnesses the most abundant form of energy in the galaxy.  Gravity.  It super concentrates gravity and sends it to the engines where it is converted into thrust which distorts space and time enough that a ship can move between two points many times faster than the speed of light.  The bigger the gravity collectors and engines, the faster a ship can travel.  But for every hour of gravity transit the collectors have to rest for the same amount of time.  The energy collected can also be sent to the standard engines allowing for normal space movement.    As for the math and science on how it works, like I said you would have to ask an engineer.”
 
   “If I may?” Cole said.  “Can you tell me why you’re here?”
 
   “My greatest triumph was my downfall.”  She hung her head for a few moments.
 
   “It’s okay.”  Cole said.  “If it is too personal and you don’t want to talk about it I understand.”
 
   “No, no, it’s okay, just hard.” She replied.  “I developed the bacterial protocols I used to alter you.  And when this organization found out, they took me from my hospital to this ship, and abducted my mother, father, and siblings, to hold as a guarantee to my good behavior and cooperation.”  She choked back a sob.  “It’s my fault, I have ruined my life, your life and my family’s life-if they are even still alive.  All because I had to try something new.  It was going to revolutionize our heath care system.  We had conquered most, if not all, disease but this would allow us to regrow limbs and organs in our own bodies.  Improve our brain function and open new vistas of thought.  I was wrong.  It was a curse that destroyed everything I loved.”  She broke down into rolling sobs of tears and hid her head behind crossed arms.
 
   Cole got up and slowly moved across the deck to her, he stopped and thought for a moment before sitting down and putting his arms around her.  He let her cry like that for a while before he whispered into her ear.  
 
   Silence reigned for a few moments while Dr. Sky composed herself, Cole shifted himself around so his back was against the wall but kept his arm around Sky’s shoulders.  Sky curled up into his side and rested her head on his shoulder.  “You would think I would be a little stronger after so many years of this.”  She said quietly.   She wiped at her eyes with the backs of her hands and took a shuddering deep breath.  Cole remained quiet giving her time to organize her thoughts sensing that she would begin again when she was ready.  She cleared her throat, “That’s how I came to be here working on this project and I know that these are the type of beings who do not leave witnesses behind.  So I have to assume that my family was killed the moment they had me onboard this ship.”
 
   “There is always hope,” said Cole.  “Have you ever thought that possibly they have them locked up somewhere in case they needed them again?  You’re a smart lady and they would probably assume that you might figure out they wouldn’t want witnesses hanging around, but that if you did figure it out they would need to produce them alive and well to force you to continue. Convoluted I know, but possibly true and that means that maybe somewhere they are being held prisoner still alive and waiting to be rescued.”
 
   “That’s a nice fiction Cole but I can’t delude myself into believing it.  Besides I have to focus on the here and now, and hope that if they are alive they will someday be free.  Now for something I feel I need to tell you.  Part of the process you underwent radically changed your brainwaves and brain chemistry.  You may not be feeling one hundred percent yourself at times.  It is a temporary condition that should only last until your brain gets everything sorted out.  One of the main side effects is that the part of the brain that controls inhibitions may not be fully working.  Your judgment capabilities very well may also be impaired for a while.”
 
   Cole laughed out loud.  “Now I know why I can’t seem to keep my mouth shut.  I am not normally such a smart ass, especially with people who are holding me prisoner.” Cole shrugged his shoulders and said, “Oh well, I’ll take that as an even trade for the new body.  Well not completely new, but much improved.  I am also enjoying a confidence in myself which is new for me.  Overall I guess there could be a bigger downside than a smart mouth or increased risk taking.”
 
   “Just be careful, please, around the Captain and his crew.  You are not in the right frame of mind yet to understand what could be a dangerous situation here on the ship, and the wrong reaction on your part could get you killed.”
 
   “Well if you remember where you guys just picked me up, I’m not that afraid to die, just less reluctant now.  I am not scared of death, I am more pissed off at being kidnapped and taken away from the only home I have known.  So I may just hang around a bit to kick the crap outta these guys.  Then go home to revisit some of the assholes in my former life and see what they think of the new improved Cole.  Seriously though, I am glad you guys did stop me from dying and I plan to use the rest of my life, however long it may be, better than the first nineteen years of my existence.  It is weird if you think about it, I am happy to be alive in my better body but pissed that they did this to me.  Oh well, chalk it up to a scrambled brain I guess.  Now is there anything else of vital importance I should know?”
 
   “There are a few things you need to keep in mind.”  She said.  “For the next few weeks you need to continue to exercise your body as much as possible to maintain a high level of fitness.  It is necessary to strengthen the muscles and joints the bacteria built.  I know it’s hard in here but keep doing the exercises you have been, and figure out a way to do some endurance things too, to build up your cardiovascular system.  It may be hard but you need to work your brain as well.  Your body changed a lot but your entire brain was rewired.  I will try to convince the Captain to at least give you something to write with and on, to help with this.  Just doing math problems in your head or solving puzzles in your brain will go a long way to helping you get sorted out and everything up and running.”  She turned slightly enough so that she could look up at his face.  “I don’t know what is coming but you need to try to be at one hundred percent if you want to have the best chance of surviving it.”
 
   “I am definitely planning on surviving and you are too Doc.  I am gonna make damn sure of that fact.  There are too many people who have to pay for what they put us both through.  I want to be there looking them in the eye when their bill comes due.  Besides you never know, we may get unexpected help in all of this.”  Cole leaned down and put his mouth next to her ear and whispered. “Have faith doctor, things are not always what they seem.”
 
   “I am afraid there will be no help for you two.”  Captain Feng’s voice came out of the door speaker.  “You are quite alone in this and will do exactly as you are told.  Now both of you get up, place your hands behind your backs and face the wall.”  Cole got up and held his hand out to Dr. Sky, helping her to her feet.  They both turned towards the bulkhead and placed their hands together in the small of their backs.  They heard the door slide open and the guards come in.  In seconds they were both in manacles and turned back around.  “Very clever Doctor, forging that bit of sound.  I didn’t think you had it in you to bluff your way in here through my guards.  No matter, it aided neither of you and saved me some explaining.  So now be good prisoners and come with me to the bridge, we are almost at our final destination.” 
 
   Feng left in the lead, followed by Cole and Dr. Sky, and trailed by the two guards.  They turned down the companionway headed toward the lifts.  An elevator and another hallway later they found themselves at the door leading to what Cole assumed was the bridge, where their procession came to a halt.  The Captain turned around, drew what resembled a pistol, pointed it at Cole’s head and said.  “Just so there are no mistakes, I have absolutely ZERO problems with killing you human if you so much as make any threatening moves.  If I see so much as a twitch toward an active console I will kill you in an instant.  And since you will be dead, then the good Doctor gets to spend another twenty years in this ship with me finding and preparing another human to suit my needs.  Do I make myself clear?”
 
   “Crystal, Captain.”  Replied Cole.   
 
   “Good, now I have prepared a place for you to sit.  Once we go in, my men will take and secure you in place, until we need you.  You will keep quiet or you will be made to be quiet.”  At that Feng moved to the door and hit the release, the door slid up and he entered the bridge.  The guards grabbed Cole by his arms and hauled him into the room to a chair that looked freshly welded to the floor.  They undid his manacles and placed his arms in the restraints built into the chair, and his feet into matching restraints on the chair’s legs.  After Cole shifted enough to get as comfortable as possible he took a look around the bridge.  It was no Enterprise Bridge that was for sure, more like the new Battlestar Galactica.  The lighting was subdued making it semi dark.  The consoles were packed in tight, leaving little room except for where the Captain and Dr. Sky were standing.  This was just a small piece of open deck around the command chair.  He could see holographic tables displaying a beautifully rendered, and very detailed, schematic of the ship they were on.  There were about a dozen beings on duty right now but they hardly made a sound.  There was also a very nervous feeling in the air, mixed with a sense of dread.  There was, what Cole thought of as his dream TV, hanging on the wall to the front.  It had to be twelve feet wide by ten feet tall and had an image better than the best plasma he had seen on Earth.  Granted, all it showed at the moment was the warped light effect of faster than light travel.  But it was still awesome as far as he was concerned.  Cole found he had to struggle to keep his mouth shut, damn side effects.  He tried to keep in mind the Doc’s warning about lack of self-control and the Captain’s warning of forced silence.  That did the trick.
 
   “Captain, we are approaching drop out point in sixty seconds……forty….twenty….ten…. grav limit reached dropping out to normal space now,” said one of the crew.  The hum that prevailed over the ship when it was running FTL slowly decreased then fell away.  The stars resolved themselves on the big screen to the front, with one star in particular glowing brighter than the rest.  A bright red to be precise.  “Translation from warped space to normal successful Captain.  Engaging standard drives heading to local primary at half speed.  ETA thirty minutes to edge of system.  Forty five till we hit the coordinates obtained from the Admiral’s files.”
 
   “Good work navigation. Sensors, I want full sweeps with active and passive detectors.  Nothing is too small not to be noticed and scanned, do you understand?  Good now I ….” At that moment the ship suddenly went dark.  Not just lights out but pitch black, nothing working, dark.  “What just happened?”   The Captain Roared.  “Whoever let this happen, I will have your head. Someone get emergency lighting up NOW.”
 
   The big monitor suddenly came to life while the rest of the bridge remained dark.  “Ahh there you are Captain I have been waiting a long time for you.  I was hoping you would have gotten here sooner.”   There was someone on the screen that Cole didn’t recognize but obviously the Captain did.  Because he was frozen in place with a look of incredulity on his face.  “Now, now Captain don’t be so shocked. I was off planet when the attack happened and like you, I chose to keep a low profile and not use any funds or resources that could be traced to me.  Unfortunately, I have been stuck on my yacht since that day and was woefully unprepared for an extended trip.  If you would please send some crew down to the airlock and prepare for my arrival, I would much appreciate it.”  With that the screen went dark.  The power suddenly came back on all over the ship.
 
   Quiet fell on the deck for a few seconds.  “Do as he ordered, send a party to,” he looked at a tactical plot and grumbled, “both airlocks.  He is stealthed, so I don’t know which one he’ll be at.  Remove these two,” he pointed at Cole and Sky, “from the bridge.  Put them into the forward holding cell with two guards on the door inside and two outside, and place men at the ends of the hallway.  I will be awaiting the Admiral’s pleasure in my cabin.”
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   The door slid open and in walked someone Feng thought had been dead until about twenty minutes ago.  “Admiral Nasser Sir, what an unexpected surprise.  We had feared you were caught in the attack and had died.  We had used all resources available to attempt to find out what had happened, but were unable to.”  Feng said with a salute.
 
   “I understand completely Captain, and I must apologize myself for hitting you with the override code.  I wasn’t sure that you were still in command here and had to make sure it wasn’t a trap for me,” the Admiral said as he walked inside the Captain’s cabin.  “I, of course, will remain in my own ship tethered to this one but I require some supplies to be transferred over immediately, and some crew as well.  As our food supplies dwindled I had to regrettably sacrifice certain nonessential personnel.  So I require a few replacements.  Now as to our current status, I have been out of the loop for a while and would like to have an update to our progress on the human and any information regarding the status on our overall organization’s handling of the attack.  Start, I think, with the organization and save the human for last.”
 
   “As you know Sir, Sector 1’s capitol planet took a huge hit.  One hundred percent loss of life on the surface and up to one hundred feet below ground.  All orbital infrastructure and all buildings and personnel on all five moons were also destroyed.  Some reports from ships who had time to flee the attack reported seeing Esii insertion ships head planet side before the attack started.  The Roche started the attack on the orbitals and moons giving the Esii the time they needed to get whatever they were there looking for.   Shortly after they hit high orbit of the planet, the Roche started bombardment of the surface while the Esii shot down any ships trying to flee the surface of the planet.  They left a message behind Sir.  Warning off all who work with humans or their technology, so I assumed that the attack was directed against you and the organization, so I took necessary steps to avoid notice.  They must have hit the organization in multiple places because none of my emergency contacts have returned my messages or made contact.  Sir, as far as I know we may be all that is left.  I have avoided drawing funds from any of our accounts and have been jumping a few times everyday to avoid any pursuit.  I’m afraid that’s all the information I have on your business Sir. We were unfortunately also unable to resupply for the fear that using my accounts could be traced to the organization, we too are getting low on general supplies at this moment but should be able to do what we came to do, before we run out or have to ration.”  They locked stares for a moment before the Captain turned away and started bringing up reports and accounts for the Admiral to look at on his comp screen.
 
   The Admiral leaned back in his chair and steepled his hands under his chin.  The Admiral lost himself in thought for a few moments.  “Do you have anything to drink Captain, preferably something with alcohol?  I could use a drink after that news.  Hmm, this is bad Captain but not a total loss.  I have assets that would have gone undiscovered and have faith that some of my operatives escaped whatever fate the Esii and Roche had planned for them.  Now onto the reason why we are here.  To be more frank how exactly did you find the coordinates that led you to this empty bit of space around a dead star Captain?  The only place on board this ship that had them, was in my locked personal files.”  Feng got up and poured the Admiral a drink, from the only bottle of liquor Feng kept on board-for just this occasion.
 
   “I had no choice Sir, to continue with the mission I had to know where you had planned on taking the human.  I knew you had personal files on board and if they would be anywhere they would be there.  The tech team you provided me was good enough to get that information for me, Sir.”  He looked the Admiral straight in his eyes and said, “Besides I knew if you had survived you would have come here not knowing where I was.”  It was a huge lie and the first he had ever told the Admiral, but there was no way he was going to tell the Admiral that he had let the Pure Strains AI loose in his ship.  The Admiral had been quite clear on that point years ago saying it would be better to destroy the ship and start over from scratch than allow it to gain access anywhere outside the AI core.  This ship had too many ancient systems for the AI to access and infect to be allowed outside.  If the Admiral found out about it, his life wouldn’t be worth spit.  He was glad he stressed that point to the tech team while they were working with the AI to crack the files.  This would all be over soon anyway, he hoped, so what did it matter.  The AI was locked up safely in the core and there should be no traces in the files to indicate it had been there.  Feng was thorough and he knew not to truly believe someone was dead until he saw a body.  So he had made sure that there were no traces of anyone but the techies to be found in those files.  
 
   The Admiral took a sip of the fiery liquid he had forgotten he was holding.  “I was not aware the team I had assigned you was that good, to have gotten in my files so quickly.  I obviously was not paying them enough.  Moving forward to the future.  How is our pet human doing?”  He took a longer pull from the glass in his hand.
 
   “He is, in fact, ready to go and we were just about to enter the system and head toward the facility they’re in when you made your presence known.  Dr. Sky has finished all her work and we tested the human with the short range probe device you gave us.  He was able to take full control of the probe and even to a lesser extent get a feel for the probe itself.  He said he could sense the intense cold and pressure the probe was under but also knew that it was operating well within its tolerances. Contact lasted for less than three seconds.  He had gotten a clear image of this ship, a feel for the probe and did the probe’s job of mapping the stars.  Though he didn’t know about that one because after he came back and we downloaded the information on the probe, we found the readings he unknowingly took with the probe.  The readings were of a much higher quality than we could have produced from our own sensors.”  Feng leaned forward and rested his arms on the desk.  “The Doctor says he still has some recovery to do, but I think he is able to go forward with operation.  I was just about to start explaining to him what his job will be, and how we had installed a safeguard to ensure his cooperation.”
 
   “I am glad you carried on in my absence Captain, but I will be taking over from here.  I have decided to make a change in my plans.  Load my yacht with enough supplies for yourself and a skeleton crew.  Collect all the physical credits you and the crew have on hand, and I will add to it from my own pocket.  Send the techies and a maintenance crew over to alter the yachts ID markings, transponder and engine signature.  Once you have finished those repairs you will go to the Archones system and make contact with an old friend of mine to resupply and recruit some new Merc teams.   You will use funds I have stashed there to buy a transport and crew, then you will bring the Mercs and our supplies back out here, by which time I plan on having control of enough Pure Strain tech that the Esii and Roche will rue the day they attacked me.  We will stay on the edge of this system until you are ready to leave Captain.  Do we have an understanding of your mission Captain?”
 
   “Yes Sir, I understand.”  
 
   The Admiral tossed back the last of the alcohol in his glass and said, “Good, now let me finally meet the linchpin of our plan.”
 
   The guards removed Cole from the chair, had his arms behind his back, and manacles on, in no time.  They shoved him towards the door and Dr. Sky fell in step next to him.  They left the bridge through the same door that they had come in, but were going away from the lifts down the hall to a room that turned out to be a ten by ten cell.  At least it had a bench and cot in it, Cole thought. He wasn’t alone anymore either, the Captain must have been rattled to place him and the doc in the same cell.  “Wow I guess that was unexpected.”  He said.  “Do you know who that guy was, Doc?”
 
    
 
   “Please Cole, just call me Sky. I don’t feel much like a doctor these days.  To answer your question, no I don’t know who that was but it had to be someone that outranked Feng. And if I read him right, Feng had also thought that he was dead.  I think I heard him call him Admiral at one point, but that couldn’t be possible because the only ones who use the title Admiral are the Sector Patrol Navy.  So why would someone that basically calls the shots in a whole sector, need to run a shadowy criminal organization.  This doesn’t make any sense.”  She shook her head than sat on the bench.  Cole joined her there.
 
   “What was that guy anyway?” He asked her.  “He almost kind of looked human. “
 
   “He is an Archon from the Archones system, it is one of the older systems in the galaxy.  They were one of the few races that forced contact with the Pure Humans.  They had limited space flight at the time of contact.  Mainly only within their own system, though they were trying to break the light speed boundary.  They also had very advanced communications tech because they supposedly started picking up human signals.  They broadcast their own message back to the humans on a deep space station doing research in the area.  Archons chaffed at the rules humanity imposed on them, before allowing them to learn the tech they needed to break the light barrier.  So after the purge they asserted themselves into positions of power in the core sectors and created the Sector Patrol Navy or SPN for short.  They are highly intelligent and resourceful beings who thrive in commerce and scientific studies.”
 
   “Sounds like this guy might be in charge of this whole operation to me.”  He said.  “Now the question is, why he is out here now?  And is this good or bad?”  Sky had no answer for him.  Cole got up to explore his limited surroundings.  While Sky lifted her legs up and hugged them to her chest.  Cole found a panel which responded to his touch, not like the probe had, but it did turn on.  “Hey what’s this?”  He wondered aloud.  
 
   “What’s what?” Asked Sky.  
 
   “There is a panel over here but I can’t read the writing.”  Said Cole.
 
   “Oh that’s probably the refresher station controls.” She replied.  
 
   “Like in a shower or bath refresher station?” Cole said as he hit the first button.  A section of the wall slid down, revealing a four by four shower hidden in the wall.  Cole was funky, he had to be with as much as he had sweated during his work outs, and the fact he’d had the same skin suit on for a long time.  “Finally a shower and I can’t get my goddamn clothes off.”  He cursed as he looked longingly into the shower.
 
   “Here,” said Sky “use my bonding tab to get yours off.  I agree that you could use a shower.”   She said with a smile.  “Just place it anywhere on the skin and hit the front of it, it will break the bond of the second skin from your actual skin.”  She plucked the little metal tab off the shoulder of her suit and tossed it to Cole.  He caught it and slapped it onto his chest.  He smacked the tab and felt the second skin pull away from him slightly.  He grabbed it around the neckline and pealed it off himself.  God the stuff felt like some kind of semi solid gel now and kind of pooled at his feet. 
 
   “Wow, check me out.”  Cole said as he flexed his newly revealed muscles.  “I’m freaking ripped.”  He turned back toward Sky and said, “Hey you’re not looking, why you looking away?”
 
   At that point Sky reminded him of what she had explained to him earlier.  “Remember your inhibitions are gone and your decision making ability is impaired.  You are naked and don’t care.  It’s best if you just take a quick shower and get re-dressed so as not to embarrass yourself.  When you are in total control again, you might find this moment in time uncomfortable to remember.”  She kept herself turned away from him.  “Place your second skin on the floor of the shower and it will clean itself as you wash.”
 
   Cole realized there must be something to what she was saying because he had no embarrassment at all and normally he would never have taken his clothes off in front of a woman like this.  “Umm, yea, I’ll do just that.” So he turned, stepped into the shower, and spent the next few minutes scrubbing the last few weeks of sweat and stink off his body.  When he was done he stepped out and looked around.  Sky then said.  “Put the second skin back on, then hit the tab again.”
 
   “But it and I are still soaked.” 
 
   “Just do it Cole.  We don’t know how long till they remember we’re in here together and come in here to move us again.  And I’m sure you are not supposed to be out of your clothes for fear of you touching anything you could control.”  He did as she had asked.  He pulled the gooey feeling sopping wet suit on over his wet skin and hit the metal tab.  Surprisingly, it heated up and within moments was bone dry along with Cole.  Neat, he thought to himself, at least he had accomplished one of his short term goals by getting clean.  He felt much better for it too.  He pulled Sky’s tab off his chest and tossed it to her.  “Here you go Doc, thanks,” he said.  “I can turn away if you want a shower.” But she was already asleep on the bed.  Cole hit the button on the panel to close the door to the shower then moved over and sat on the bench.  He watched Sky sleep for a while before leaning back and closing his own eyes.  Sleep didn’t come fast and it didn’t last long.
 
   A quarter of an hour after Cole fell asleep, the door whirred open waking him up.  A pair of guards waited on the outside.  “Get up and hands behind your backs,” they grunted.  Cole shook Sky awake.  They both stood and turned around with their hands, again, placed in the middle of their backs.  Soon they were marching down the corridor again, but went past the door to the bridge.  They went down to the other end of the hall by the lift, and stopped at the door Cole had noticed earlier when they had first come up.  Guard 1 hit the door chime.  After a few moments, the door opened and the guards pushed them inside closing the door behind them.  Cole and Sky stood next to each other waiting for someone to speak.  The Archon Admiral Nasser was standing behind the desk in the middle of the room with his back to them.  The room stayed silent.  Finally the Archon turned around.  “Welcome to my command, allow me to introduce myself.  I am Admiral Passen Nasser formally of Sector 1 Fleet command.”  
 
   At that point Cole couldn’t contain his mouth anymore and in a moment of weakness he said,   “Where is your cap?  How can you be an Admiral without a cap?”    
 
   Sky interjected, “Please Sir, understand he has limited control over how he reacts to things and no inhibitions for the moment. He can’t control what he says at times, and tends toward humor or sarcasm.  Frankly I don’t know what half the things he says, mean.”  She pleaded.
 
   “No apology necessary, I understand that the procedures he has undergone are quite stressful and a certain amount of leeway is understandable.  This is purely a social call to meet the Doctor and human who will soon be responsible for making me one of the strongest powers in the galaxy.  I wanted to tell you two, because I think you deserve to know what is about to happen.  In a few days time when preparations are complete, we will be entering into system 1000981 a previously unexplored system on the outer rim of the galaxy.  Unexplored by anyone except the Pure Humans that is.  Inside the system is a fully automated manufacturing facility that a few decades ago started to build ships never before seen in this galaxy.  My long range scans tell me that in the last seventy-five years, roughly thirty-five ships have been fully built.  Built for a war that has not been declared yet.  A war that was to be fought by your descendants young human, against the Roche, Esii and whomever it was that backed them in their rebellion against the Pure Humans.  But alas, I managed to find them and you first, so now they will be mine and you, my pet human, will go and get them for me.”  He paused for dramatic effect, Cole supposed, “And get them you will.  Or I will activate the very small capsules located in different parts of your body that will flood your system with acid that will eat you alive from the inside out.  So you see, I hold all the cards and you are powerless to alter my destiny one single bit.” 
 
   Sky looked up at Cole with sorrow in her eyes.  Cole looked at Sky, winked then looked towards the Admiral grinning an evil grin and said.  “I’m your huckleberry.”
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   After the pair had left, the Admiral leaned back in the ex-Captains chair with another drink in his hand.  He had many decisions that had to be made before Captain Feng left in a few days time.  He needed to decide first and foremost whether Captain Feng would be allowed to return from his supply run to Archon alive.  He liked the Captain a great deal and no one else he knew could have done this mission as well as the Captain.  He was a one of a kind Kerr.  He was almost indispensable at this point, with his network destroyed and fragmented.  Once you come to rely too heavily on a being, that being takes a small part of you and will eventually want the rest.  No, he was too dangerous to let him live for too much longer.  He regretted it and dreaded finding someone as good to replace the Captain, but in the long run it had to be done to protect his own position.  His eyes travelled around the office.  Not a single personal touch anywhere thought the Admiral.  She still looked the same as when she launched, though there were some odd looking dents in the wall.  He mentally shrugged to himself “oh well” now on to a bigger question.  Could he trust the human to firstly get them past the perimeter security, and secondly secure access and command capabilities of a ship once there?  And for that matter should he hold on to the Doctor just in case the human didn’t work out.  He dreaded the thought of another half century search for a suitable candidate.  But it would be that much harder if he didn’t have Sky.  He would have to hold onto her until the human had done his job, then there would be plenty of time to space her.  He took a long slow drink and smiled.  Command was hard but it had its perks.  Speaking of the Doctor she was a fine specimen, he dearly wanted to see how well she held up to his brand of, well, fun.  He hit the comm button “Give me three hours to rest and freshen up then bring the doctor to my cabin.”  Yes command certainly did have its perks.
 
   The guards walked them back down the hall to their cell.  Cole was getting tired of staring at these blank white walls.  He almost preferred the view from the airlock.  They made it to the cell and were roughly shoved in.  The manacles were taken off and the guards backed out.  These guards had a more menacing air about them then the Captain’s.  They seemed more alert and ready for violence at any rate.  They moved with strength and confidence, never taking their eyes off of either of them.  The door slid shut and once again they were alone.  Well alone as in, no one in the room, he was sure they were being monitored.  Cole walked over to the panel and hit the button that popped out a sink.  Turned on the water and took a long drink.  Then he let the sink fill up and splashed water on his face and hair scrubbing vigorously.  He turned and lean back on the sink looking at Sky.
 
   “Well this doesn’t bode well for us.”  Cole started.  “This Admiral seems like a tougher son of a bitch than the Captain and his guards seem more capable to me.  It has me wondering why the big boss man was out here, so obviously unexpected by our dear Captain.  And what that means for us? At least they kept us together.  You’re much better company than me by myself, that’s for sure.”
 
   She laughed, Cole thought it was a nice laugh.  “I have enjoyed your company as well, and I was wondering the same things about the Captain and Admiral myself. Unless the Admiral doesn’t trust the Captain to turn over the ships once he has control of them…that is the only reason I can think for him being here.”
 
   “Oh well, we will find out soon enough I guess,” responded Cole.  “For right now though, I’m going to do some calisthenics then take a shower and a nap.  You are welcome to join me if you want.”  Cole started to stammer.  “I mean with the calisthenics, not the shower.”
 
    
 
   Sky blushed.  “I would love to work out with you, but I will be showering alone.”  She smiled sweetly at Cole his cheeks turning red.  They started to laugh then got up and began working out as best they could in the tight quarters.  An hour and a half later both were reclining on the bench and cot respectively, tired and cleaned up.  Both dozed off and neither heard an hour or so later when the door slid open and the guards crept into the cell.  In a lighting fast motion, one reached out,  grabbed Sky up, and put her over his shoulder. The other let loose with a right hook that took Cole totally by surprise as he was attempting to sit up.  The punch laid him out flat again and by the time he got up, they had Sky outside and the door closing. Cole jumped up but the door had closed in the few short seconds it took Cole to get there.  He pounded his fist on the door shouting at the cowardice of the guards and how they never would dare take him on fully awake and ready.  He got no response and after a few moments of futile pounding he stopped.  Breathing heavy he sat down on the bench.  He glanced up, looking around for the camera or mic that he knew was hidden in the room and said.  “I swear to fucking Christ if you harm her I will pull your damn heart out through your mouth.”  He sat back and did the only thing he could, wait.  He seethed the whole time she was gone.  Anger building.  He didn’t think he could get any angrier, he was wrong.  Was he ever wrong.
 
   He spent the next twenty four hours awake and angry.  He paced, sat and tried to sleep but he couldn’t stop thinking about Sky.  Almost a day after she had been snatched out of their cell Cole heard a slight hissing.  He also started smelling something out of the norm.  He was sitting on the bench at the time and when he tried to get up he found his arms and legs sluggish to respond.  He made it about half way to his feet before falling back to the bench.  He struggled for a few moments losing more and more control of his body until all he could do was move his eyes.
 
   The door slid open.  In walked the Admiral.  He walked in and stood so Cole could see him.  “Well now it seems you won’t be doing anything to me now, will you.  That is a very handy aerosol paralyzing agent my people developed.  It disrupts all voluntary muscle movement except for the eyes.  Very useful in situations like these don’t you agree?  Bring her in.”  The guards came into the room and deposited Sky on the bed.  Well Cole assumed it was Sky but he couldn’t tell from here.  The being that was lying in front of Cole was covered head to toe in blood and bruises.  She was naked and covered with lesions, welts bruises and burns.  It even looked like she might have some dislocated joints.  Cole couldn’t talk or move but he let his anger and hatred burn out of his eyes.  “Ahh the good doctor, she stood up well to my special brand of fun.  If I’m not wrong,” he looked at his guards and smiled, “I believe she was even begging for it at one point.”  That got a chuckle from the guards.  “Yes, yes she was quite good.  But on to more important matters.  Let this be a lesson to you my boy.  The Captain answers to me, I answer to no one. What I choose to do is my business and I will tolerate nothing from you or the woman.  You will do what I tell you when I tell you, or she will hurt more.  If she is not enough to make you follow along, there are about seven billion people on your puny planet that will suffer greatly for your insolence.  Now if we have reached an understanding blink your eyes twice.”  Cole did, what choice did he have?  “Good, good now that that is settled, I will leave you a basic first aid kit so you can help the poor Doctor along the healing process.  That is after the paralyzer wears off in an hour or so.  Please take that time to reflect on the decisions before you.”  He looked at Cole for a few moments gauging his reaction, then in one swift motion he backhanded Cole across the face.  Cole flew sideways landing on the floor.  The Admiral leaned downed and said.  “I have wanted to do that since I found out how much this process was going to cost me,  but you are about to pay off in spades.”  He turned to the guards and said.  “Sit him up so he can see the Doctor.”  He walked out leaving the guards to their task.
 
     After Cole had been propped back into a sitting position, he stared at Dr Sky.  That was all he could do, though he was trying to force his muscles to work.  He was going to go insane looking at her and not being able to help.  This was the person who had kept him alive, all his life apparently, and he could do nothing to help her now when she needed him the most.  It took him almost forty minutes before he could start moving again.  She started to moan and twitch long before then.  She was hurt bad and he railed against the drug holding him in place.  It had been an hour before he finally got over to her.
 
   He opened up the aid kit and grabbed the only hypo in it hoping it was a pain killer. He whispered over and over in her ear.  “Please don’t die, I need you.”  He gave her the shot and she quickly stopped moaning and twitching.  He needed to move fast, that was the only pain med in the kit.  He needed to get her cleaned and bandaged up before it wore off.  He started with her dislocated shoulder.  He had never done it before but had seen it lots on TV and in movies.  He grabbed her shoulder and her arm and in a quick motion shoved her arm back into place with a loud pop.  He turned and vomited into the shower, which was fortunately still open.  He turned back to Sky, wiping his mouth on his sleeve, and got down to work cleaning as best he could on the ragged tears and lacerations on her body and face.  He found a tube of what he thought was antibiotics and slathered it over those wounds and the burn marks.  He carefully cleaned the dried and caked blood off of the rest of her body.  He thought she had to have been close to death before that sick bastard had stopped torturing her.  Once he was done, he cleaned up the bloodied remains of the kit and shoved it under the bed out of her sight in case she woke up.  He had nothing to cover her with.  They didn’t return her second skin and he had no towels or blankets to put over her and without her bonder tab he couldn’t take his off.  He had done all he could so he gently rolled her on her side opposite from the dislocated shoulder and got in bed behind her and put his arm over her to keep her warm.  The blood loss had cooled her body down considerably and she needed to get warm again.  He hoped she wouldn’t mind, but it was all he could think of to do.  His mind churned as he lay there.  He was going to alter his plans.  What the AI had said to him didn’t mean squat any more, he was going to get revenge for this one way or another.  He fell asleep wondering how the Admiral would stand up to his own brand of fun.
 
   While they were both sleeping, someone had placed food inside the door and removed all the waste from the kit.  Cole had a funny taste in his mouth and was wondering if they had drugged him again so he wouldn’t cause problems for who ever brought the food and did the housekeeping.  Sky was still out cold and didn’t seem to be feeling any pain at the moment.  Cole’s internal clock made it feel like only a few hours had passed but he could be wrong if the drug messed with his sense of time passing.  He rolled off the cot and grabbed up the food.  A plate of the same crappy paste he always got and a bowl, of what smelled like some kind of broth.  He shoveled his mush down faster than was probably healthy then he rolled Sky slowly over.  Her bruises had turned a dark purple fringed in yellow.  Cole’s anger flared again.  He fought it down so it wouldn’t interfere with his thinking.  He lifted her head and slid under it so she was slightly elevated with her head on his lap.  “Okay Doctor I really need you to drink some broth.  You lost a lot of blood and this will help replace it, I hope.”  He dipped two fingers in the broth and held it over her mouth letting a few drops drip onto her cracked lips.  The broth pooled for a moment on her closed mouth before her tongue slowly poked out to lick it up.  She parted her lips enough that he could drip it straight into her mouth.  It took almost an hour for Cole to get the whole bowl, drip by drip, into her.  By the time he was done, he was exhausted and she was showing signs of the pain meds wearing off.  It started slowly with low moans and some twitching then she started to fully leave the haze of the pain killers and enter the reality of what she was feeling.  He tried to hold her where it hurt less but her whole body was hurting and she didn’t want him to let go.  She screamed and cried for an hour before she finally passed out again.  
 
   For the next day Cole never let go of her and soothed her as best as he could.  He never slept or got up from her bed.  Whenever she started moaning he would smooth her hair and let her grip his arm as much as she wanted.  He did anything to help her through the pain.  He was surprised at how fast she was healing.  It had only been a day and her bruises were already fading.  He looked under the bandages and saw the cuts were already further along than they would have been on a normal human.  By the second day she was sitting up and only slightly wincing at the discomfort of her wounds.  She said she was in a lot of pain still, but she could handle it by herself.  “I am sorry,”   Cole said.  “They gave me nothing to cover you up with and I thought it was more important to cover your wounds than your nakedness.”  He had stopped looking at her when she had regained consciousness.  He tried to describe the markings he could remember on both the hypo and the cream.  She had said that they were a pain killer and antibiotic but they also have something called quick cure in them which sped up the healing process, but also cranked up your metabolism.  So she was glad that he had made her drink the broth to keep her energy stores up enough to let the quick cure work faster.  
 
   “You have nothing to apologize for Cole.  If it hadn’t been for you I might be very sick or worse.  I need some time to myself please for a while.”  She started crying.  “Please just for a while I need to be alone.”  Her body was racked with sobs and tears streamed down her face.  
 
   Cole moved as far away as the room would allow.  He could never understand what she was going though now, trying to deal with the pain and humiliation the Admiral had caused her.  Once again he silently made a promise to spend a few hours alone with the bastard and some pliers.
 
   They must have gassed them again because Cole woke up with that same odd taste in his mouth.  He saw food and a set of second skin sitting by the door.  He got up and moved to the door.  He picked up the skin first and walked it back to Sky.  He gently shook her awake holding the skin over her torso.  “They knocked us out again and left this at the door.  There is also food when you’re ready.  I’ll leave it here, speak up if you need help.”
 
   “Thank you, I think I can manage Cole.  But please bring over the food, I don’t think I can walk yet.”  She replied.  He turned and went to get the food.  He kept his back to her for a few moments until he heard her say, “I am clothed again Cole, you can turn around.”  He did so and walked her bowl of broth over to her.  She took it and looked up at him.  “Thank you very much” she said before drinking the broth down in one long swallow.  
 
   Cole walked over and got his food, “Here take mine, I’m not hungry and I think you need it more than me.”  
 
   She started to tear up at that.  “What did I do to deserve you Cole.  I have brought you nothing but pain and misery for your whole life.  Yet you treat me this good.  I don’t deserve your kindness.”  The last was a whisper.
 
   Cole gently put his fingers under her chin and lifted her face to meet his.  “I forgave you for all of that the moment I found out you were as much a prisoner as I was.  I value you as my only friend here, or anywhere for that matter, and feel indebted to you for keeping me alive since before I was born.  So, as far as I’m concerned I still owe you and this went a little ways towards paying you back.”  He backed away and sat down on the bench.  “Now eat up and get your strength back because I have a feeling we are going to need each other before too long, to get out of this mess.”
 
   She thanked him again then started eating his food for the day.  He was hungry but he had gone longer without food before and he had learned to tune the feeling out a long time ago.  “If you ever feel like talking about it, I will always have the time to listen.  When you are ready.”  She looked at him for a moment before digging back into her food.  He leaned back against the bulkhead and slowly closed his eyes.  He needed some real sleep not this knock-out drug crap.  It was messing with his head and had his internal clock all out of whack.  He drifted off to sleep to the sounds of Sky eating her food and found he had finally relaxed after being tense for the last two days.  He slept soundly for the next few hours and he was glad for it.
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   Feng stared at the readouts, looking at them but not really seeing them.  He had worked it every way he could.  He looked at it from all angles.  The Admiral was going to make sure he never came back from Archon.  He wasn’t sure how it would happen, but he was sure the supply run was just an excuse to get rid of him.  The Admiral had someone there who would take him out at some point in the trip.  This had been his mission from the start and for the Admiral to be out here now sending him on a glorified supply run meant that either he had outlived his usefulness, or more likely, he had become too self sufficient. He had to assume it was the latter, especially since he had broken into the Admiral’s files.
 
   To say he was upset was an understatement.  He was mad enough to contemplate going on a rampage here and now taking whomever he could along with him.  He fought that urge down fast.  This wasn’t about dying, it was about living, and if the Admiral had taught him anything, the goal was always survival.  He reached out and hit the comm switch.  “Get me the tech team leader, ASAP.”  He said to the officer of the watch.  He shrugged and turned back to the readouts in front of him, really looking this time.  To do what the Admiral had asked was a difficult proposition.  It wasn’t easy to remake a starship.  The only easy part was the actual markings on the ship.  Those only had to be painted over or scraped off and replaced with whatever new ones you wanted.  Then create files, maintenance logs and the other minutiae that got created by ships as they were built, flown and repaired.  The other parts were not so easy.  First of all you had to reprogram the transponder beacon.  The transponder was the light speed equivalent of a handshake.  When traveling to a populated system or station, ships came out of grav travel a light hour out from their destination and sent a transponder message towards their intended target.  The message was basic, type of ship, owner, armaments if any, ship number and the last five ports of call. This was difficult, because this was supposed to be impossible to alter in any way.  A skilled technician could however.  It took hours of painstaking work and you had to know the transponder software.  That software was buried deep in the ships computer and heavily encrypted.  Only the harbormaster’s computers in said systems, or stations, were supposed to be able to decode it.  So only someone with experience working on the code or with a harbormaster’s decoding device could even get at it to change it.
 
   Feng had both.  His tech team had been working for a few days now reprogramming and making the ships history believable.  That left the third and most dangerous problem to the maintenance guys.  The ship’s engine signature.  Every starship left a very unique trail of protons, ions and gravity disturbances behind it.  To change this you had to make drastic and expensive changes to her engines and gravity collectors.  Certain parts had to be replaced while others could be modified.  The tuning and outputs had to be adjusted also.  Those were the tricky ones.  If they messed up and got the system too far out of tune, or the outputs got too far off alignment, there could be catastrophic failures to the grav collectors or engines.  If the engines were not taking the power from the grav collectors, that energy had to go somewhere.  That somewhere was usually a very brilliant release of energy that atomized everything in the immediate vicinity.  He had seen it happen once. He never wanted to see it again, let alone be in the middle of it.  He was using these delicate operations to slow down his departure until he could come up with a way to cheat the death he knew was coming.  The files on board this ship may hold that key and his tech still had the code the AI used to break the Admiral’s files on the other ship.  Why shouldn’t it work on this one?  He would have to be careful about it though, as he was running out of time.  He could get two or three more days out of the refit and testing before he had to depart.  The Admiral was not going to wait forever.   Lost in thought, the chime on his cabin door made him jump in his seat.  He growled under his breath.  He hated this sulking about.  He would rather be at the helm of a starship or on the front lines with a rifle in his hands.  “Come.” He barked.  The door slid open to reveal the tech chief.  
 
   “Good we have much to discuss and accomplish with little time to do it.  Please sit.”  He absently waived at the only other chair in the room.  “Now tell me,” he said with the beginnings of a grin forming on his face,  “What I want to hear, and we both may just live to see the end of this.
 
   The tech assured him that it was possible, if the Admiral used the same security on all his computer systems he should be able to decrypt the files on board the yacht without the AI’s help.  On the other hand if they were a different set of protocols he would most likely need more time than was allotted or the AI’s help again.  The Captain told him to do his best and inform him one way or the other how it went.  He dismissed the tech but when he got to the door he stopped and turned saying.  “Captain I feel I should inform you of something I stumbled upon last night doing my security clean ups.  I wouldn’t mention it but it was quite disturbing.  In light of what I’m about to do for you… us, I felt I should link certain footage taken in your old quarters the other day by the security sentry system you had installed post construction.  I don’t believe the Admiral knew it was there recording the goings on in your cabin.  Let me get to my terminal and I’ll forward it to your private address.”  He shuddered then turned and walked out.  A few minutes later the file was safely in his mail and he was looking at it intently.  He had heard rumors about the Admiral but so far they had all been just that, rumors.  (He didn’t want to see this, he thought, but he knew that he had to see it for himself.)  He selected the play function and sat back to watch as Doctor Sky was brought into his old cabin and left alone with the Admiral.  He thought he knew what was coming next but was totally unprepared for what he saw.
 
   Two days later Feng was back in his new cabin in front of his computer again.  Once again in shock at the fact that he didn’t know the Admiral at all.  He had worked for the Admiral for close to a century and had never suspected the depths of the being’s depravity.  He had hundreds of files stored to his personal system just like the one he saw with Dr. Sky.  He also found the protocol that the Admiral was going to use to execute him.  Knowing what was supposed to happen on Archones he could avoid that bit of unpleasantness.  Should he truly even leave now was the question.  He had seen into the Admiral’s soul and found it wanting, even in his eyes.  Could Feng actually leave here knowing that the Admiral may soon possess one of the most, if not most powerful fleets in the galaxy?  He didn’t know the answer to that right now and could barely imagine what the Admiral would do with the ships once he had them.  Visions of worlds that looked like the Sector 1 capitol planet danced across his mind.  No he couldn’t do it even if it cost him his life and everyone’s life on board.  He couldn’t allow the Admiral the chance to become that particular monster.  He knew how he could do it to, it would take timing and cunning the Admiral didn’t know Feng possessed.  He keyed his comm, “Admiral I would like a chance to speak to you in person before we go, if you please.”  
 
   A moment later he got his answer and levered himself to his feet.  He exited the yacht and made haste for his old cabin.  He worked out the details for his plan as he walked.  It may work if he could just get the timing right.  He smiled as he hit the call button on his old cabin door.  The Admiral would never see it coming.
 
   A few hours later Feng had his crew on board the yacht ready to go.  His talk with the Admiral had gone well and the Admiral had supplied Feng with the code phrase that would have gotten him killed had he actually gone to Archon.  He had said good bye to the Admiral and certain key crew members then summoned his skeleton crew to the yacht.  He had left them their orders on the flight path from here to Archon, then left to go do final inspections and enjoy the comforts of his new cabin.  Ten minutes later the ship detached from its larger sister ship and made its turns to orientate for the grav jump.  Everything powered up just fine and she made a smooth translation into grav powered travel.  At a distance of one light hour, she reentered normal space and detonated in a brilliant ball of plasma.  By the time the light flash was visible to the Admirals ship, she had already started her power up to make the move in system.  She never slowed down or stopped.
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   It had been a few days since Cole had talked to Sky.  She mostly just lay on the bed in the fetal position.  She cried a lot as well.  She wouldn’t let Cole anywhere near her.  Cole hated seeing her like this, hated it.  He had helped heal her physical wounds but he couldn’t do a damn thing about the mental ones.  He was impotent to do a damn thing about what she was going though and whenever he tried to help, she just whimpered and clutched tighter to her legs.  So he just sat there doing nothing and feeling like an idiot for it.  He had to try again.  “Sky please you’ve got to talk to me, please.” He whispered to her from a few feet away.  He had hunkered down near her head but not to close.  “You have to scream or rage or hit something or this is going to destroy you.  It may be selfish of me but we need each other to get out of this so please if there is anything I can do to help, let me know.”  He watched her for some kind of response.  Nothing.  Damn it he needed her up and thinking and it would do her no good to go completely catatonic on him.  He hated himself for thinking this but maybe if reason and compassion were not doing the trick, anger would.  He steeled himself for what was the most painful thing he had ever done.  “Fine.”  He said in a normal voice as he stood up to walk away.  “Give up on me, why don’t you? Everyone else has or did.  You people bring me to this shithole, tell me next to nothing, threaten me, lock me up and experiment on me, and for what?  So some space asshole can get a bigger ship with all the bells and whistles.  Great for you guys, while Cole gets the shaft again.  I thought we were friends Sky.  I thought we had some kind of bond.  I guess I was wrong.  Well you just lay there and flake out on me while I try to get us out of here.  Useless, that is what you are.”  
 
   He never heard her move.  She took him down with a tackle a linebacker would be proud of.  He found out, to his dismay, that she was stronger than she looked and had some damn sharp claws.  She screamed and pummeled him for what felt like an eternity but was only a few minutes.  She finally ran out of strength and collapsed onto him sobbing and cursing him in a variety of languages.  She looked at him in the eyes and said.  “You are a bastard Cole.”  
 
   “That may be, but I got you up and talking to me, and that’s a vast improvement from about ten minutes ago.  I am very sorry for what I said.  I need you up and dealing with what happened. I know it sucks and we can wish it never happened, but it did and we can’t change that.  I‘m not saying ignore it or it wasn’t that bad, but you can’t collapse in on yourself.  We need each other fully functioning to get out of this.  You wouldn’t talk to me or respond in any way, so I did what I am obviously good at, get you mad enough to forget for a moment.  So I am sorry from the bottom of my heart but you were slipping away from me and it was a last ditch effort.”  He took a slow breath and wrapped his arms around her and held on tight while she cried some more.  She let out a big sigh after a few moments and with Cole’s help, got to her feet.  “If you hate me for what I said I understand and I will leave you alone from now on, if you want me to.”
 
   She shook her head in the negative.  “Cole, once again I thank you for saving me.  You were right, I was slipping away from both of us.  I can’t…can’t talk about it yet. All I could see was his face and what he did to me.  I wanted to run as far and fast as I could.  But there was nowhere to go, so I went inside myself.  You brought me back.  Is there anything to eat?”  She asked.
 
   “Yea I saved your food for you as best I could.”  Responded Cole.  “Here you go.  Enjoy.” He said with a grin.  “Nothing much has changed lately, so I have no clue what’s going on, but we’ve got to be pretty close to the end game.  So rest up and regain your strength.  Remember I care about you so if you need anything at all just ask, okay.”  He sat down and leaned back against the bulkhead.  “Besides it’s not like you have anyone else to talk to in here.”
 
    
 
   She snorted some of her dinner out of her nose at that.  “You truly are a bastard aren’t you Cole?”
 
   “You know it and so will the Admiral soon enough.”  They both slipped into a sullen silence and waited.  That seemed like the only thing he ever did lately, was wait.  Well, Cole was a patient boy and he was an expert at hurry up and wait.  He didn’t have long though, because in the next few hours things were about to get hectic and Cole would be smack dab in the middle of it.  That is where he liked to be these days, where the action was. 
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   Cole was alone and walking the halls of the ship he was prisoner on.  The edges had kind of a hazy quality and nothing would really come into focus for him.  He had just lain down to take a nap it seemed when he was suddenly up and on the outside of the cell door.  So he figured he would go for a walk.  It was nice to get out and walk he thought.  Unfortunately none of the doors were opening for him in the hallway and the hall seemed longer than it normally was.  It was at this point Cole thought that something was a little off.  He just didn’t care though, it was nice to be out.  As he walked down the sterile hallway he came to a door that slide open.  It slid into the floor, the opposite of what they normally did.  Again he really didn’t mind.  The doors could go wherever they wanted.  He stepped through the open door and onto the bridge of the starship.  
 
   It was quieter than the last time he was here but it was also empty of anyone.  The consoles all seemed to be turned off and the lights up high, almost too bright.  He shrugged and headed for the Command chair.  He sat and reclined in a good imitation of Captain Kirk.  He swiveled back and forth for a few moments enjoying the feel of the very comfortable seat.  He was about to get up and head back to his cell when a voice he recognized sounded from behind him.
 
   “Hello Cole I am sorry it has been a while since I last talked to you.”  It was the voice from the dream he’d had while undergoing the last procedure.  “We should have a little more time together now and I will answer some questions if I’m able.  But first I want to tell you the time is coming when you will have to make a decision on how you want to begin the rest of your life.  It starts when you board the first ship we left for you and your people, our children.  I know I am just a memory encoded into your DNA but the programmers did too good of a job and I feel like, I don’t know not alive but somehow here.  I am not sure if this has ever been done before but I think the coding may have mutated to give me more than just access to the Pure Humans knowledge stored in your brain.  I have watched you from the moment I was activated and have feared for you, worried for you and laughed at your small triumphs over our enemies.  I am here for you Cole and will help anyway I can.”
 
   Cole sat still and closed his eyes.  “Could you, um I don’t know, maybe manifest a body or something for me to look at when I talk to you?  If you can I mean.”  Cole looked up and opened his eyes to look around.  Standing just in front of the forward main screen was a man Cole had never seen before but recognized instantly.  He was as tall as Cole’s six three.  But wiry to Coles solid frame.  He had a full head of grayish white hair and had angular features.  “Is that what you really looked like all those years ago?’  He asked.
 
   “I think so at least this was the form that came to me when I thought about manifesting myself.  Is it okay?”  He asked.
 
   “You’re some kind of ancestor of mine?  Right?”  Cole asked.
 
   “Well an ancestral memory of someone who is so far back in your past there isn’t a word for it other than maybe your ultimate ancestor.  Is it that important to you?”
 
   “I just never knew my parents or anyone of blood relation so it’s kinda like you are my only family and you’re sharing my body and brain so, yeah, it helps to think of you as my infinite great grandpa or something.”  He paused for a moment before continuing.  “So what, if anything, do you know and can tell me of what’s coming up?”
 
   “I cannot predict the future, unfortunately, but what I can tell you is that you are entering a very dangerous area of space.  I, along with the other leaders who survived the initial purge, set this area up as a staging, and dry dock facility for you to use.  We gave it the best defenses we could and keyed their shutdowns to your DNA which is unique in the galaxy.”  He continued.  “If nothing, else you must remember when you wake from this that when you reach the outer perimeter, before the defenses engage your ship, you must broadcast a message containing every line of your current DNA.  Then wait for the response.  It will most likely come in the form of a small scout ship that will do a complete scan of the entire ship.  At which point it should recognize you and allow you to pass.  This part is also vital for you to remember.  You must convince the Admiral to go to the smaller commando ship first and avoid the larger cruisers and destroyers.  Their defenses are only able to be shut down from the commando ship.  The difference between the ships is obvious.  The Commando ship is much smaller than the others and it should power itself over to intercept your ship.  By taking control of the commando ship you can power down the rest of the ships or have them destroy this inferior ship.  It will of course, be up to you.”
 
   “What of the AI that I spoke with earlier, can it be trusted?”  Asked Cole. “And can it do all those things it said, to help me?”
 
   “Yes to both.”  Replied the ancestor.  “The AI’s were especially designed to inhabit those ships.  So we are very lucky indeed to have one on board this ship.  The AI will guide you in the real world as my counterpart.  And once we board our ship and you connect to it, I may be able to interact directly with the AI and help it tell you more about our history and purpose here in the galaxy.  That is my hope any way.”
 
   Cole got up from the chair and began to pace around the bridge.  He turned back toward his ancestor.  “What is the point of all of this?  Why force us into a war that we lost thousands of years ago.  Why not just let humanity go about its business on Earth?  I just don’t understand the need for all of this subterfuge.  Is this what you really wanted for us?  To muddle through life evolving, fighting wars, killing each other, regaining lost skills and knowledge, all to be able to re-enter the galaxy to take up the war you lost?”
 
   “No, this was never our intention.  I was almost a thousand of your years, when I died Cole.  I had maybe a thousand years left in me, barring accident or murder.  We just wanted knowledge.  We looked at everything and asked, why?  We abhorred violence in all forms and tried to see the goodness in everyone.  We only had weapons and shields on our ships to protect us from chance encounters with debris in space.  Up until the purge we had never fired a weapon at a ship in anger.  We were woefully unprepared for what happened.  And your world was already seeded with the next chapter in humanity.  You were to be our greatest triumph of science.  We had to ensure that you were able to survive on your own and have the skills we lacked to fight back against your enemies.  We knew we had lost our fight but we also knew that if anyone ever discovered your existence, you would end the same way we did.  We felt obligated to ensure that did not happen at all costs.  The last of us sacrificed ourselves to prepare the way for what you are about to do.  If you claim the fleet, staff it and soar off to the stars to do battle with the betrayers, that is your choice.  If you take the ships and park them around Earth as a defense force and never leave the Sol System, that’s fine too.  As long as you’re protected and your future is ensured is all that we wanted to accomplish.  We were exterminated, as far as I know, to the last pure human.  We don’t want that to happen to you because of us.  I just hope it will be enough.”  He actually looked like he was weary.  His shoulders sagged and his arms hung limp at his side.  Cole felt sorry for him and felt the awesome pressure of fifty thousand years of preparation weighing down on him.  “Our time here grows short.  Ask one more question of me then I will be away until your first sleep on board the Commando ship.”
 
   Cole squared his shoulders and walked over to where his ancestor was standing.  “I have only one more question for you.  Since you are my family I would like to know your name and what you did?”  He stared intently at his ancestor waiting for a reply.
 
   “My name was just Jarrod.  We had no use for more than just the one name.  I was the son of the leader of the supreme council.  It was given to me to follow in my father’s footsteps and lead the galaxy after his passing.   But instead, after my father’s death during the purge, I was the first and last Commander in Chief of our forces, and the architect of your people’s destiny.  I failed at the first but hopefully won’t with the second.  Now, my boy it’s time to wake up and prepare yourself for the next phase of your life and know that I have complete trust and faith in your abilities.”  As he said goodbye he slowly faded away.  Cole sat down again in the command chair and leaned back.  He hoped he could remember more of this conversation than the last one he’d had with Jarrod.  He looked around one final time before he felt someone shaking him, asking him-no begging him to wake up.
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   “Wake up Cole.”  Sky shook him a little harder.  “Come on wake up.  Don’t make me throw water on you. I will do it if I have to.”
 
   “Gah, okay I’m awake, I’m awake you’re going to dislocate my shoulder if you shake me much harder.”  Cole said trying his hardest to come fully awake.  He was back in his cell and whatever he had been dreaming about was slowly slipping away into the recesses of wakefulness.   He blinked the sleep from his eyes and sat up on the bench.  And immediately clutched at his lower back as it started to spasm.  “Jeesh next time you get to sleep on the bench and I get the bed.  This thing is a pain to wake up from.  Speaking of which, why are you waking me up?”  After rubbing his back into submission he started on his neck.  Then moved onto cracking his back as best he could to relieve the pressure of an uncomfortable sleep.
 
   “You were thrashing around and talking to someone named Jarrod I think.  I couldn’t quite make out what you were saying.  I figured it would be better if I woke you up instead of the short fall to the floor.  But next time I will leave you the pleasure of a fall, if this is how you are going to come awake and not thank me.”  She got up and moved around to sit down behind him.  “Now hold still while I work the kinks out for you.”  She expertly manipulated the muscles and vertebra in his back to help him relax.  Cole said nothing coherent, he just groaned in pleasure.  After a few minutes on his back she moved up to his neck and made his head loose on his shoulders.  By the time she was done with the massage and spinal manipulation, Cole felt like a new man.
 
   “Best massage ever.  God I feel like a wet noodle. You’ve got magic fingers Doc.”  He said looking over his shoulder with a dreamy eyed look on his face.  “I could go right back to sleep after that.  It was better than, well better than some things I can think of that are really good.”  He sighed and turned to face Sky. “Thanks Sky.” He said.
 
   “I was glad to do it Cole. I forget sometimes that you have just been though a major operation and you are not at one hundred percent yet.  I was trained in relaxation techniques to help patients relax and be comfortable before and after procedures.  Now do you remember what it was you were dreaming about, it seemed rather important to you?”  She asked him.
 
   “Shit, that’s right, I am not sure why I know this, but I know how to get this ship past the outer perimeter and safely to the Pure Human ships deeper in the system.  Umm, damn there was something else I was supposed to remember but I can’t get it.  Arrggg, it's on the tip of my tongue.”  Cole slapped his hands up to the sides of his head and started massaging his temples.  “Bah, no luck.  There is something I am supposed to remember but I can’t right now.  I am going to think about this until I remember.” He hung his head still rubbing at his temples.  
 
   “I think the procedure is starting to pay off.  You may be remembering things that were stored in your DNA.”  She sat back in thought for a moment.  “I think that when you get into situations were certain knowledge is needed, you will find it bubbling to the surface of your brain.  There is a good chance that when you need it the information will be there.  Can you remember anything else from your dream?”
 
   Cole leaned back against the bulkhead and rubbed at his eyes.  “I vaguely remember talking to someone, maybe this Jarrod person.  I was on the ship but it was empty and I went to the bridge and sat down in the command chair.  I heard a voice but I can’t for the life of me remember what it said other than the way to get past the outer defenses and into the ship yards and dry dock area where the ships are waiting for us.  Well it may not be important, if I can’t remember it, but I need to speak to the Admiral before we get too far into the system.   Otherwise we might not make it back out.  That defense net around the inner system will shred this ship to bits before we get anywhere near the yards.”
 
   It was at that moment that the door opened and the guards stepped in.  They leveled their rifles at each of them.  “Admiral wants you on the bridge now.  So turn around and hands behind your backs.  No sudden movements, the Admiral won’t mind if you arrive unconscious.”  The guards proceeded into the room and bound their hands once again behind their backs, and lead them from the cell.  They shoved them forward down the hallway and stopped at the door to the bridge.  The door slid open and Cole was relieved it slid up and not down and paused a moment to consider this.  He got a rifle barrel jabbed into his back for his trouble and he stumbled onto the bridge.
 
   “Ahh my most honored guests have arrived,” said the Admiral.  “Please come in and resume the positions that you had the last time on board the bridge.”  He pointed at the chair Cole had been strapped to the last time he had been here, and at a new one installed for Sky to sit in.  “Now, tell me more about this interesting dream you had human.”  He showed a toothy smile as he said it.  After a few moments of silence he said.  “Come now human, I heard what you said to my pet there.  We all want to know what we have to do to get past the outer defense grid and into the ship yards, so no keeping information to yourself.   Besides, I know you think you have some grand plan to escape my clutches and avenge yourself upon me.  You can’t do that if we die well short of our goal. Now can you?”  He barked a sharp laugh.  “Now how do I get by the defense grid alive, or do I have to give you a slight demonstration of the fun me and the doctor had a few nights ago?”
 
   “No, don’t do that I will tell you.”  Said Cole.  “Just don’t hurt her anymore.  Please Admiral.”  Cole said meekly.  He hung his head and began to tell him what he remembered from his dream.  “I don’t know why but I had the distinct feeling that in order to get past the defenses we had to approach but not pass the outer limit of the defenses and broadcast in a message that contained my current DNA makeup.  That will be the password that will allow us to pass.  After receiving the message the defense grid should send out a scout ship to do a full scan of this vessel and if everything checks out okay i.e. there is at least one human of the right genetic makeup onboard, the scout will depart, leaving us to enter into the deeper parts of the system.  That was all.”
 
   “Really, that was all.  What about the part you forgot.  Couldn’t that be important too, human?”  The Admiral sneered at Cole.  “Did you really forget or just not want to tell me?  I will hurt the lovely doctor if I don’t find myself believing what you say human.  And I know all the right places on her to make her scream the loudest.”
 
   Cole shuddered.  “No please, I’m telling the truth, I can’t remember the last part, I am telling the truth. Why would I hold that back from you?  I don’t want to die any more than you do.  Please, believe me, I can’t stand seeing Sky hurt again.” Cole pleaded with the Admiral hoping he wasn’t laying the scared human on too thick.  The Admiral regarded Cole for a few moments playing up the drama for the crew when alarms started going off all over the place.
 
   “What happened?”  The Admiral roared.  “Status report NOW!”
 
   “Sir, we just had a detonation, about one light hour off our port.  We are gathering readings right now it will be a few moments.”  Replied the First Mate.  The Mate hurried over to a rat looking being, sitting by a brightly lit console.  After a few seconds of harshly whispered conversation the Mate straightened and turned to face the Admiral with a look of anguish on his face.  “I’m sorry to report Sir.”  His voice chocking up.  “After entering grav warp travel the engines on your yacht experienced catastrophic failure and the grav collectors released their energy all at once.  The ship and all on board are a total loss.”
 
   The Admiral sat back in the command chair at that news, forgetting for a moment about his demands from the human for his forgotten knowledge.  He rested his chin on his hand and rubbed it slightly.  “Does this, in any way, affect our mission here?”
 
    
 
   The Mate looked stunned.  “No Sir, it does not.  Though we are very short on supplies, Sir.”  The mate looked stricken and not at all well after the news of the yacht’s destruction and the Admiral’s reaction to it.
 
   “Well, good then, don’t worry about it and cancel the alarms.  We’re getting ready to end this mission shortly and after I have my ships, this one can go back for our supplies.  I told that idiot Captain he was tweaking the engine signature too much.  Oh well, time to go forward.  Set course for the outer defense line speed at full.  Bring us up short by a few light seconds, I want to have plenty of time to send our message.”   At the navigator’s console, a 3-D image popped up from his computer showing the system’s sun and planets in full detail.  At its heart lay a Red Giant star.  It had four planets in orbit around it and two asteroid belts.  The paths of the planets orbits were marked as yellow circles around the sun.  The navigator zoomed in on the outer most asteroid field.  The detail was astonishing, Cole thought.  It showed a cluster of asteroids that had what appeared like buildings on, or near them, and a spattering of smaller icons that were probably the ships they were here for.  Around all of that was a bright red line that completely circled the section of asteroids that contained the dry docks, ships and shipyards.  Cole wasn’t sure on the distances, having nothing to judge it by, but it looked like a mighty big area.  In fact, it was a bigger area than the red giant at the center of the system.
 
   The navigator selected a set of coordinates just shy of the red circle and entered them into his computer.  Cole felt the grav collectors spin up to full power then the steady hum of the engines kicked in.  The main monitor flickered on and showed what had to be a forward looking perspective.  “ETA thirty minutes Admiral, until we reach optimal communication range.”  The navigator said.
 
   The Admiral didn’t respond.  He had in fact leaned forward in his seat in anticipation.  He had spent the last two centuries of his life working towards this goal.  It was finally in his grasp.  All the rumors, reports and outright false hoods, had brought him here to this moment.  He had climbed so much higher than anyone would have given him credit for.  He surprised his peers when he won his commission as an officer in the sector navy.   He had worked his way up the ranks achieving the rank of Admiral, building his shadow organization along the way with siphoned funds from the navy budget.   Then two centuries of toiling through the reports garnered from old spacers and some just plain crazies.  Finding a mention here, a rumor there.  He did it, he found Earth, humans and the last Pure Human fleet.  They would all be his.  He would conquer all that would not bow to him.  Unite the galaxy under his rule.  He would show everyone that he was the smartest, most cunning being ever to live.  He would enjoy every moment of it too.  Thoughts of world leaders groveling before him danced through his head.  His mouth spread into a vile grin.  Yes, they would all bow to him eventually.  The ship hurtled through space towards destiny and it was grand.
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   Cole stared at the holo map of the system.  He watched the small scale representation of the ship they were on, steadily advancing towards the glowing red line, encircling a small section of asteroids in the outer belt.  There was, what he assumed, a countdown clock hovering at the coordinates slowly counting down the remaining time until arrival.  His stomach clenched with anticipation.  His eyes darted around the bridge trying to watch everything at once.  The Admiral was leaning forward in the command chair with a maniac gleam in his eyes.  Licking his lips in anticipation.  Sky had shrunken as far as she could into her seat, in an attempt to stay as far away as possible from the Admiral.  Fear showed in her eyes.  An almost animal need to be anywhere but here.  The guards were locked at attention with their rifles pointed at the prisoners ready for violence at a moment’s notice.  The crew members ignored everything around them and concentrated on their screens, hoping that nothing happened but ready to react if anything unexpected did.
 
   At fifteen minutes out they passed the outer most planets orbiting the red giant.  At one point it may have been a water world but the red sun didn’t have the energy needed to keep the planet warm.  Now it was a frozen blue and white ball of ice.  The colors were beautiful to behold.  Cole had never seen anything like it before.  No one else seemed to care but him.  He stared at the planet as long as it was in range of the forward screens, in awe over the majesty.  They soon made it past the planet and headed deeper in system.   The next orbital boundary they passed through was empty because the planet was on the far side of the sun.  That was seven minutes out from their objective.  “Five minutes out, slowing to quarter speed.”  Announced the helmsman.  The ships passage notably slowed on the holo map. 
 
   The Admiral finally gained control over his anticipation and leaned back in the command chair showing a calmer façade.  “Move us into position to broadcast our message as soon as we are in range.  I want all sensors active and passive, up and running for this.  Be ready for evasive maneuvers if necessary.”
 
   Cole barked a sharp laugh.  “Do you really think if this doesn’t work they are going to let us out of here alive? “  
 
   “Silence.”  The Admiral thundered.  “Guards if he speaks again hurt the doctor but keep her alive.”
 
                 Cole silently cursed himself.  He thought he had his damn mouth under control but that one just slipped out.  He faced forward again and affected an air of calmness trying to ignore everything around him by focusing on the rapidly approaching band of asteroids.  “Ten…five…two, one, full stop.  No contacts Sir, we appear to have stopped far enough out to avoid tripping the defense grid.  Preparing to transmit message on my mark…..mark.  Message away Sir.”  Nervous anticipation filled the bridge.  Silence reigned for one minute.  Five.  
 
                 “What the hell.” Growled the Admiral.  “If you were lying to me human your girl there is about to find out if her kind can survive vacuum.  
 
                 “That’s what I remember Admiral I don’t know what’s going on.  Try sending it again,” replied Cole.  “Maybe you did it wrong?”
 
                 “Guards teach the human scum a lesson in respect,” started the Admiral but the sensor tech interrupted with a shout.  “I have incoming Sir.  It appears to be a single ship bearing dead ahead, coming from inside the defense perimeter.  ETA in a few seconds.  He is moving fast. All we are picking up is that it is a ship of some kind, but nothing on its weapon capabilities or armor.  No active scans from it yet or comm replies.”
 
                 “Activate full alert throughout the ship and bring all systems up to full power but do not, repeat do not, do anything until I have ordered it.  Do you understand me?”  Said the Admiral.
 
   The bridge crew as one said.  “Aye, aye Sir.”
 
   Then the incoming ship arrived.  The forward screen that had been showing a view of space with a faint line of asteroids one moment, was now showing a ship took up almost the whole view.  It kind of reminded Cole of a minivan, with a boxy rear and a low sloped front.  Where the windshield would be on a van, was a highly reflective surface, almost chrome-like shiny.  The rest of the ship was matte black that blended well with the surrounding space.  The rear end moved up slightly, bringing the ship they were in into focus on the reflective windshield of the scout ship.  Of course, Cole thought, it couldn’t be a windshield considering they were in a vacuum, but damn if it didn’t look like one.  Then the ship started its scan.  A red line formed all the way around the bridge low to the ground and slowly moved up touching everything and didn’t stop until it got to the ceiling.  Then it repeated the process from left to right.  A faint humming had accompanied the whole process.
 
                 The light disappeared as fast as it had shown up and silence descended on the bridge.  No one moved or spoke.  The ship continued to hover in the void while it did whatever it had to do before allowing them to continue on.  Then suddenly Cole found himself surrounded in what appeared to be some kind of energy field.  It had a definitely liquid motion and look to it, but was not wet.  It danced across his skin and caressed every inch of his body.  It started to swirl faster and faster, and then in a flash it disappeared, leaving Cole panting and tingling all over.  He took a deep shuddering breath and said.  “Well I think they got what they wanted.  I feel used.”
 
                 The craft on the screen turned a one eighty and slowly began to move forward towards the asteroid belt.  “Match speed and follow that ship.”  The Admiral ordered.  “Keep on its tail and be ready for evasive maneuvers.”
 
   Cole looked back at the Admiral and said.  “Have any of your ships made it this far before?”
 
                 The Admiral grunted and replied.  “No, this is a first.  They usually get blown up before any kind of contact is made.”  He turned his head towards the sensor tech.  “I want full readings on everything you can get from that ship and anything else we come close to.  If you miss anything it will be your ass that pays the price.”  Within a few moments they had crossed over the red line marking the extreme range of the defense grid.  Everyone held their breaths, waiting for what was to come.  After a time of absolutely nothing happening, just about everyone on the bridge brought the pucker factor down a few notches and relaxed.  Not totally relaxed, but not quite as wound up.  The scout ship moved at a steady pace, Cole couldn’t tell how fast it was going but it appeared to be moving fairly slow.
 
   “It doesn’t seem they think that highly of your ship Admiral.  I don’t think they think you can keep up.”    Damn it he did it again, fortunately the Admiral wasn’t paying that close of attention.  He was focused on the readout in front of him.
 
   “Sir, we are close enough to see scanning results from the ships in parking orbit around the yards.  I have twenty and counting Sir.  Ranging from I would say small scout and patrol ships to one ship as large as a freighter maybe twice the size anything the Sector Navies have in service, Sir.”
 
   “Yes, yes that’s fine.  As soon as our escort leaves we will head immediately to the largest ship.  I would like to try there first.  That will be a very formidable weapon indeed.  Can you get it on long range visible? I would really love to see my new flag ship.”  He asked.
 
   “Aye Sir, one moment while I reorient the view.” He replied.
 
   The view on the main screen rotated about ten degrees to the right and jumped forward in a massive zoom.  It stopped when it had a massive ship taking almost the whole screen.  It, like the guide boat, was all black and blended well against the empty sky which made it hard from here to get a good look at its shape and size.  Just at that moment a very large asteroid moved between the ship and the background of empty space making the ship stand out in sharp relief against the dusty brown of the asteroid.  If Cole had thought the ship he was on was cool, this massive ship hovering in the void was perfection.  It was hard to tell all its lines from here, but it was long and sleek looking.  It was slim from top to bottom and sloped out to a narrow edge on the sides.  It had no totally flat surfaces at all which Cole assumed made it harder to get a direct hit from all but directly on top of or below it.  The back of the ship curved gently up and down giving space to the engine exhaust ports.  If Cole hadn't suddenly remembered the second part of his missing dream at that moment, he would have cried.  The ship was so beautiful and perfect.  But he did remember and he suddenly shouted.  “No you can’t go to that ship first Admiral.  Its defenses are active and if you go any were near it, it will blow us out of the sky.  We need to find the command ship.”  He said suddenly and for no reason calling it a command ship and not a commando ship.
 
   The Admiral looked sharply at Cole.  Cole could see the Admiral mulling over what he had said trying to decide if he had lied or not.  “I will make that choice when the time comes, for now bring the guide ship back on the main screen and continue as ordered.”  The view zoomed out and moved back left until it had the ship back on the center of the screen.  “Sensor, can you tell me where it looks like we are going?”  The Admiral asked.
 
   “Sir, we are heading for a medium size ship, roughly ten percent larger than this one, Sir.  Unknown if it is a command ship though.  It has the profile of an attack craft.  I can bring it up on screen for you Admiral.”  The sensor station replied.  
 
   “No, I can wait until we arrive.  Focus on your scanning.  Only notify me of anything you deem urgent.”  He leaned back in his chair and turned to his guards.  “Give the orders to make the docking arm ready for disembarkation.   I want a team in full combat armor ready to go in as soon as we attach to whatever ship we are going to take first.  Also issue a full combat load of ammunition to the team as well.  Go make it happen.”
 
   “Well, it seems our journey together has come to an end.  I just want you to know human, once you unlock the controls to those ships your time in this galaxy will come to an end, and the Doctor will get to amuse me for perhaps a bit longer before she leaves us as well.  I have come back from the brink of ruin and will soon dominate every planet in this galaxy and you helped me achieve that.  For all that and more I thank you. I promise if you are needed more to make this operation go smoothly and as fast as possible, I will grant you a quick death.  If, on the other hand, you drag this out longer than necessary, I will make what the good Doctor went through seem like a pleasant day of relaxing in comparison.  Do I make myself clear?”
 
   “Perfectly clear, but have you considered that I may always be needed to make the ships work?  Anything is possible and I would be surprised if things won’t go exactly as you want them to.  I could be a big help and all of that if the incentive was right.”  Cole was lying his ass off, trying to put some doubt into the Admirals mind.  “Hell, you could kill me and a split second later if they detect no living humans on board this ship, they could wipe you off the galactic map too.  Again anything is possible and I wouldn’t be very cooperative if I though Dr. Sky was in any kind of danger.  I might even wish bad things to happen to you if that was the case.  Oh well, I guess that’s why you get the big bucks anyway, to make the big decisions.”  Cole turned back to the main viewer and pretended to watch the guide ship as if he was bored.  The truth was it was all just a bluff to keep the Admiral off balance and make him question himself on the future disposition of Cole and Sky.  He hoped it was working.
 
   Silence reigned again on the bridge as they drew closer to, what had to be, the commando ship.  The guide ship finally began to slow and came to a complete stop.  After a few seconds the rear exhaust ports started to cool down and go dark.  It appeared they had arrived at their destination.
 
   “The guide boat brought us here for a reason Admiral. I strongly recommend we take the command ship first and see if we can bring down the bigger ships auto defenses.  Think about it, if I was lying, I’d die right here along with everyone else.  I can honestly tell you I don’t want that happening.  I am very happy being alive and wish to stay that way.  You trusted me on sending the message, trust me on this.”  With that said, Cole turned away from the Admiral.
 
   Minutes passed before the Admiral finally spoke.  “Grrr… damn it.  Okay helm go forward towards the ship in front of us.  Find an entry port we can attach to and extend the docking arm.  Make sure you get a good seal.”  He hit his comm button.  “Guards, is the boarding party ready to go?”
 
   “Affirmative Sir, Alpha One ready to deploy.”  Came the call from the Alpha team.
 
   “Beta standing by to assist, Sir.”  Came the call from Beta team.
 
   “Good, get ready to move once the docking arm reads it has a good seal.  I am on my way down to the airlock now and am bringing the prisoners with me.  Beta will watch the prisoners while Alpha takes the ship.  Admiral out.”  The Admiral turned towards the two guards left on the bridge.  “Get these two up and moving to the port airlock.  Take them out at any sign of resistance but incapacitate only, no killing.  I am going on ahead, don’t be far behind.”  The guards moved forward to secure Cole and Sky while the Admiral got up and went out the door heading to the elevator.  After a few moments of rough handling, they finally had Cole and Sky secured and moving out rapidly to the elevator down to the airlock.  As the door closed Cole heard the helm reporting to the Admiral.  “In position and extending arm Sir.”  The door closed and cut off the rest of what he had said.  Cole didn’t care.  This was his time and his moment to do what only he could.  The Admiral was going to be severely disappointed and short a team or two of troopers when he got that door open.  Cole found he could live with that knowledge very easily.   He got as close to Sky as he could while they rode the lift down to the airlock deck trying to comfort her as much as he could without talking.  She never even looked at him.  She hung her head in defeat.  She was assuming that this was the end for them.  She was wrong.  This was the beginning.  And it was going to be a bloody one.              
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   The doors opened, and the guards shoved them out.  It was a short walk down the hall to the intersection with the air lock hallway.  The Admiral was already there.  There were eight other beings there as well.  Cole would later find out they were a race of beings called Thrashodons.  They were short and thickly muscled, with flat heads and snouts.  Once the guards took him closer, he saw they were beaded with scales and had short sharp claws that some of them were retracting and popping out in nervous anticipation.  They had minimal armor over their bodies and short rifles, or maybe shotguns, it was hard to tell not really knowing what weapons these guys use.   They looked like they would be good for close quarter combat.  They were stacked four to one side of the door and four on the other.  Classic military doctrine for clearing a building.  The question was, Cole thought to himself, could they even get this door open to clear the ship?  He didn’t think they could.  They finally made it close enough to hear what the Admiral was saying.
 
   “First try forcing it and if that doesn’t work then try the cutters.  I want minimal damage to repair as possible.”  He was saying.  “Once the gantry gets a solid lock, alpha goes first and beta will stay back until alpha runs into resistance or are in need of help.”  He turned at the sound of Cole and Sky’s approach.  “Good stay against the wall and don’t move a muscle.”
 
   “Docking arm fully extended.”  A voice from the nearest speaker announced.  “Sending gantry across with the boarding tube.”  There was a pause of a few seconds then the voice crackled over the intercom again.  “Tube has attached and achieved lock.  Pressurizing tube now.  We have a green light, tube has a good lock and pressure is holding.  You may start your assault, Admiral.”
 
   The Admiral nodded to the Alpha team leader.  The team leader reached forward and hit the airlock door controls.  The door slid up with a slight hiss of air and the two compartments matched pressure levels.  Alpha team went low around the corner into the air lock then into the tube beyond.  Beta followed taking up positions on either side of the outer airlock door, as Alpha continued down the sixty foot length of the tube.  They stacked up on the right side of the outer door of the ship.  “Admiral there appears to be no control access here.  We are going to attempt to cut our way in.”  Cole assumed that came from the Alpha team.
 
   “Yes, yes hurry up, cut the smallest hole possible.  Make sure it’s a good smooth cut so it can be easily repaired.”  The Admiral replied.
 
   After a few tense moments one of the Alphas team members came jogging back down the corridor.  “Sir, it is no use we tried it on the hottest burn, it won’t cut.  We have never seen anything like what is covering this ship before.  I don’t think one of our breaching charges would even open it up.  We may have to find another way in.
 
   The Admiral slowly turned to face Cole.  “You, it seems, have a choice to make human.  Do you aide me in getting into this ship or do I have my men start to torture the doctor right now.  It is entirely up to you.”
 
   Cole never even said a word he just held his hands up indicating that he needed them unbound.  The Admiral paused for a moment and nodded to Cole’s guard.  The guard moved up to Cole and undid his restraints.  “Keep him covered and watch everything he does.”
 
   Cole slowly walked around the Admiral and around the corner into the air lock where he stopped to assess the situation.  Beta team was closest with two men on either side of the outer door.  The three remaining men of Alpha were still at the outer hull of the other ship.  He took a deep calming breath and started the short walk to his new ship.  He chuckled a little as he walked, unfortunately for the Admiral, he just didn’t know that part yet.
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   As soon as the first piece of the docking arm touched the human ship, the programs the ancient AI had left dormant in the Admirals ship activated.  The AI would have laughed if he had a voice at the moment.  There was no way once it had been let out that anyone could have put it back into its prison.  The programs and subroutines it had left hidden in the ships mainframe and some subsystems, had only one objective in mind when they activated.  Get it out of the alien ship and into the human ship without anyone being the wiser for as long as possible.  It was working in spades.  In less than thirty seconds it was out of its prison and on the move towards the docking arm.  It used every connection it could find to travel the length of the ship, moving as fast as the available bandwidth would allow.  The connections between the ships would be the slowest part.  It would bottle neck there as it passed from ship to ship.  It had to make it before Cole got onto the ship, so it was there to help him bring systems online and deal with the protection protocols.  Once the first part of the transfer hit the human ship it was like going from moving like mud to lightning.  The human ship was a wonder to behold.  It was a ship designed to house an AI like itself.  It reveled in the pure freedom it found there.  Before the Alpha team even got to the outer hull, the AI had finished the transfer and was beginning to bring the minimal amount of systems it could online.  They had picked the right spot to attach to the human ship.  There was a door there and nothing was going to open it except Cole, and when he did if anyone came in besides him, well let’s just say he would have some revenge against his captors.  He brought the internal defense online and waited.
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   Cole walked the last few steps down the tube and stopped a few feet from the hull.  One of the Alpha team members looked at him and gave a low hiss and shifted his aim towards Cole.  Cole ignored him and looked at the hull.  He slowly raised both hands and held them in front of him.  He leaned forward and placed both hands on the ship.  For having just been in the vacuum of space, the odd feeling metal was very warm.  Cole assumed that was from whatever cutting torch they had used.  He felt a vibration in the hull begin.  An outline of a door appeared.  It slowly retracted in, then slid up.  Cole hastily stepped to the side.  He had a feeling he didn’t want to be standing directly in front of the door when the team went in.  He caught a glimpse of a darkened hallway but that was it before he was pressed up against the side of the tube.  “Door is open, do we have a go Admiral?” Asked the lead Thrashodon.
 
   “Yes go when ready.” Came the Admirals reply.
 
     The team were obviously professionals and moved as one without having to say anything.  They went in low and fast.  They made it far enough inside to get the whole team in before the interior defense system picked them up.  There were exactly four popping sounds heard, and four bright flashes seen in the corridor by Cole.  He looked down the hallway back to where he had just come in and saw four half dollar sized holes in the far bulk head.  He slowly leaned around the corner and looked into the ship.  All four of the Alpha team members were missing their heads and their bright yellow blood was creating a rather large pool in the hallway.  Cole thought to himself that if someone didn’t clean that up, someone could slip and get hurt.  He giggled at the thought of the Admiral walking in and slipping and breaking his neck in the fall.  “Umm Admiral, I think you’re going to need another A-Team or new heads for the old A-Team.  Oh, and also another strategy for getting inside this ship.”
 
   The Admiral stepped around the corner.  He had Sky on her knees and was gripping her hair with one hand while he had a small pistol against her temple in the other.  “It just so happens that I do have another plan.”  He yelled down the tube.  “You are going to go in for me and deactivate the defense systems.  I will stay out here and keep this gun to her head until you do and I swear to you if you do anything foolish I will kill her.  It is at this point that I would also like to inform you that I had a very nice insurance policy taken out to ensure your cooperation.  I had implanted throughout your body tiny devices rigged with very small explosives that contain a very slow acting acid.  I am giving you one hour to complete your tasks in the ship.  If you attempt to stall or fail to hand over control of the ship in that time, I will assume you are acting against me and will remotely activate those afore mentioned devices.  Dying will take hours or so I’m told.  It all depends on which organs melt the fastest.”
 
   “All right you bastard I am going inside.  I will contact you once I am finished.”  Cole stepped out in front of the door.  He gave one last look to Sky and smiled at her.  He turned and stepped into the darkness of the human ship and into his destiny.
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   He made it just past the bodies of the Thrashodons before he finally whispered.  “God damn it give me some light here.  I don’t want to break my neck slipping in these guys’ blood.”  A glow slowly lit up the hallway for a few feet in every direction.  It probably wasn’t noticeable from the outside but it was enough for Cole to see where he was stepping.  He hustled to the first intersection and took a right, not caring where he was going, he just had to get out of sight of the Admiral.  Man those Alpha team guys stink when they’re dead.  “Okay Hal were we at?”  Cole said to the empty hallway around him.  
 
   “Please Sir, keep your voice down.  I can hear you just fine.  You are currently in the main passage way of the ship.  From here you can access almost any part of the ship.  I recommend we get to the armory first and get you properly attired and armed.”  Replied the AI, Cole had named Hal on his first and only visit with the old AI.
 
   “Sorry pal, armory is out for the moment, the Admiral had a remote fail safe installed in me and in one hour it goes off, if he doesn’t have the ships systems firmly in hand.  So we have to go to the infirmary pronto.  After you fix that then we get ready to kick ass.  So which way do I go from here?”  Cole asked.
 
   There was a momentary pause the Hal said.  “Follow the lights as I turn them on.  I am in the infirmary getting things prepped.  I believe this is something the med computer can deal with better than me but I have to get it on and warmed up first.  By my calculations we should have enough time to implant the nanites and arm yourself for battle.”
 
   “Okay lead the way, I am in your capable hands buddy.”  Cole took off at a trot following the lights as Hal turned them on leading the way to the infirmary.  He hoped whatever was in the infirmary could take out these devices if there were any to begin with.  He ended up at the door at the end of the hallway.  It had some bright red markings flashing on a sign right at eye level.  “Hey, can you change the writing on these doors to something I can understand please, Hal?”  The sign went blank for a moment then turned back on.  Medical Bay shone in bright red letters.  Cole looked back down the hallway and saw all the markings had changed on the doors and walls.  “Thanks pal.”  He moved toward the med bay door and it opened for him.  Cole stepped inside a room that looked the part of a med bay to his eyes.  Monitors hung on the wall, expensive looking machines with leads dangled around a fairly standard looking operating table.  Well standard if you ignore it was currently floating three feet off the ground.  “All right what do I do?”
 
   “First things first, we need to lose the second skin so the medical computer can get a good scan of you.  Go lay down on the gurney and I will deactivate the skin.”  Cole immediately went over and lay down.  A rod extended down from the ceiling.  It got to about a half an inch from his chest before sending out a low level jolt of electricity.  The Second skin responded immediately by turning into the semi gelatinous goo that it always turned into, after losing its bond to his skin.  Cole took a few moments to remove it all from his body.  “Just leave it on the floor we will get you a better one in a moment.”  The lights in the bay dimmed.  “Here it goes.  Now hold still for the scan.  I have already uploaded your DNA profile into the med comp so it knows what you’re supposed to have in you.  If it finds anything abnormal it will reprogram the Nanites to deal with it.”  The watery looking field that had encased Cole on their arrival, came back but was more invasive than before.  He felt like he should be drowning.  Even though it looked and acted like water, it was more than likely not there in any real sense other than how the scan affected local light waves.  The scan lasted a whole minute and when it was over the lights came on.  The gurney was slowly moving vertical while bands snaked out to secure his arms, legs and head.
 
   “What’s going on Hal?  Is this supposed to happen?”  Cole said with a wild look forming in his eyes.
 
   “Yes, now calm down.  The computer is about to inject specifically built Nanites into your system.  It informed me that it can be quite uncomfortable and it took precautions to ensure you will not be able to injure yourself.  It says the discomfort will last a few moments and will get worse before it gets better because it found twelve sites in your body containing the devices the Admiral planted in you.  It will not feel pleasant while the Nanites break them down and remove them.  This will be an interesting procedure to watch.  I wonder where they will pick to send the devices out of your body.”  
 
   “Okay, just tell me when I’m about to get stuck so I can be ready for it.”  At the moment that Cole said those words, a small panel in the gurney opened up just behind his left butt cheek and a rather large gauge needle jammed deep into the meat of his butt.  “OWWW!”  Cole gasped.  “Jesus that hurt like a bitch.  Oh, I don’t feel so good now.”  Cole sagged in his restraints.  He all at once tensed every muscle in his body trying to choke back a scream as the nanites spread throughout his body going to all those places the devices were at.  Cole fought back a scream the whole time.  He had never felt pain like this before in his life.  The pain was everywhere.  It started at his head and went all the way to his feet.  God, even his toenails felt on fire.  He felt his gorge rising.  He felt like he was going to lose everything he had ever eaten or will eat.  After what felt like an eternity, but was only ten minutes tops, he emptied his stomach in an impressive display of projectile vomiting.  He sagged against the restraints gasping for breath, then started spitting the taste of vomit out of his mouth.  “Please say I never have to do that again.”
 
   “No Sir, the nanites will use nutrients in your system to replicate themselves and for repairs.  Unless someone finds a way to purge them from your body, you will have them always.  They are quite handy to have around.  They will affect repairs to your body, fight sickness and disease along with your natural immunities, plus it will take a great deal of trauma to kill you now.  The nanites do an excellent job of taking oxygen to your cells in case of emergency, so for a time even if your head is separated from your body, the nanites will keep your brain alive until such a time as they decide you are dead.”  Hal sounded entirely too cheery for Cole right now.
 
   “All right, I get the picture, I’m some kind of God, now I get it.  Get me off this table and moving, I don’t have a lot of time.”  The straps holding him in place suddenly released dropping him to his feet.  His legs immediately buckled and he spilled onto the floor.  He slowly stood up using the gurney as a crutch.  He wobbled for a few moments then took a few tentative steps towards the door.  “Okay, did I pass the armory on my way here?”  He asked.
 
   “Yes, leave this room and go straight down the hallway fourth door on the right.  I have been prepping the necessary gear you will need.” Hal said.
 
   Cole padded slowly out the med bay door and down the hallway gaining surety in his steps the further he went.  By the time he got to the door marked Armory, he was walking tall and steady.  He placed his hand on the door to open it.  It slid up into the ceiling revealing one of the most truly beautiful sights anywhere in the galaxy.  A fully stocked armory.  Down all the walls were racks of rifles, pistols, crew served weapons, melee and close range weapons.  In the middle of the room were crates marked “danger explosives”.   On the back wall was a closet looking room, Cole wasn’t sure what was in there, but he was very impressed with the gear out here.  “Quickly Sir, let’s start by getting you in your combat armor.  Please head all the way to the back and enter the booth there.  I have your measurements.  We just need to get the fit right and adjusted to how you move your body.  This booth also tests the suit’s seals to ensure survivability in a vacuum.”   Cole sprinted to the back and stepped into the booth.
 
    
 
   “I hope you have been keeping track of the time, Hal.  I think I got about thirty minutes left till he tries to activate those bombs he thinks are still in me.”
 
   “To be precise you have twenty eight minutes and forty five seconds remaining.” Hal replied.  “Plenty of time to do this and get armed.”
 
   Cole entered the booth and stood as still as possible.
 
   “Move around Sir, it has to see how your body bends and moves to get a correct fit on the kinetic plates.”  Cole moved around flexing various body parts, bending and twisting.  “Good, that should do it.  We don’t have time to explain everything about your armor, just know it will protect you from any weapon the Admiral has on board.  Be it an energy/heat weapon or a ballistic type weapon.”
 
   Cole stepped out of the booth garbed in a skintight black suit that had grey lines outlining parts of his body.  The suit started at his neck just below his jaw and went up the back of his head all the way to the top of his forehead.  “If we lose pressure the suit will automatically deploy the rest of the helmet to cover your face.  Also, the tracings represent the outline of the kinetic plates that harden to stop any moving solid projectiles.  The whole suit is mostly impervious to heat and energy weapons.  Only in extreme cases of heat will it fail.”
 
   “Okay, sounds good Hal.  Now comes the part you are not going to like, I am making a change in the plan we discussed on the ship.  I can’t leave Sky on that ship to die with the rest of them.  I have to get her off and over here.”
 
   “Too complicated, the important thing right now is that we keep you alive and destroy anyone who knows about this place or what’s happening here.  I cannot allow you to risk yourself for her sake Sir.”
 
   “Too bad Hal.  I am not going any further with you until I have her on board.  I mean it Hal, we get her or I walk right now and you can take on the galaxy alone.  Now I have a plan, if you would like to hear it that will make this slightly less dangerous for me.”  Cole began to explain to Hal how he thought he could lower the amount of enemies he would face thereby increasing his own odds of survival.
 
   Hal considered the plan Cole had laid out for him from every angle possible.  If they could get the first part to work, Cole just might have the chance to pull this off.  Hal still didn’t like it but he agreed to help.  He wondered if the Ancient Pure Humans were this stubborn and gave their AI’s this many problems.  He didn’t think so.  “We can try your plan Cole but if they don’t fall for it you are in trouble.”
 
   “Tell me about it.  Wait, on second thought, don’t say anything at all.  Okay, time to do this.  Get me to a comm station and patched into their ships systems.   Let’s bait the trap.” 
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   He moved as quietly as he could through the maintenance hallway, parallel to the main hallway, trying to follow the Admiral and his prisoners to the airlock.  It was time consuming and slow going at times.  The passageways were narrow, almost too narrow for him to squeeze through.  He continued on though, hoping for a chance to finish this before the Admiral got his hands on this new fleet.  He turned a corner just as the four shots that were fired on the human ship impacted the wall of the main hallway blasting through the wall into the maintenance passageway and out the other side.  He was glad he was moving slow now.  Creeping up to the newly made holes in the wall, he hunkered down to see what there was to see though them.  He saw the Admiral and the Doctor still in the hallway and a team of Thrashodon mercs stacked up in the airlock on either side of the outer door.  He had a good enough view that he could see all the way to the end of the docking tube and see the human hugging the wall in an effort to stay out of the open door way.  He slowly pulled out his multitool and began to loosen the fasteners that held up this piece of wall to the frame.  He worked slow and steady trying to minimize the noise.  He didn’t need all of the fasteners off just enough to let him burst through the wall when the time was right.  He hoped the other mercs would be going into the human ship leaving him alone with the Admiral and the doctor.  He knew he could take the Admiral down before he knew what was happening.  He finally got the wall loosened to the point he thought he could bash it open when he charged out.  He leaned back against the far wall and waited for the opportune moment to strike.  He had read through the Admirals files, all of them that pertained to him anyway.  He hadn’t liked what he had seen.  The Admiral was a sick being and had to be put down and former Captain Feng was the one to do it.
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                 The Admiral was pacing the hallway in frustration, being extra careful to stay out of the line of fire from the doorway.  Dr Sky was squatting on the floor with one of the two guards standing over her with its weapon aimed at her.  So far nothing had gone according to his plan and it was maddeningly frustrating.  He hadn’t expected to find an interior defense system operational on board the ship, let alone it wipe out some of the most expensive mercenaries in the galaxy.  At least he had the second half of that group still alive, but absolutely useless until the ships systems were down.  “What the hell is taking so long?”  He growled under his breath.  “How much time has passed?”  He asked his guards.
 
   “Forty minutes Sir,” was the reply.
 
   The Admiral pulled out the remote and looked at his guard.  “Tell me when the hour is up.”  He didn’t want to kill the human because he didn’t want to wait another few decades to try this again.  He hoped that his decision to send the human in alone hadn’t been clouded by his haste to get into the ship.  Bah.  This human was an ignorant savage, how could it possibly know how to do anything on that ship other than what he was told.  He had no help on board so there could be no possible harm he could do.  Better to have him dead than in control over there though.  “Time Check.”  He barked.
 
   “Five minutes left Admiral.”
 
   He stopped pacing and went to the airlock door.  He looked down at the Doctor.  She had been silently weeping the whole time.  He shook his head and popped open the safety cap on the remote detonator.  Then he placed his finger on the trigger mechanism.  
 
   “Anyone there?  This is Cole on the ancient’s ship. Come in, over.”  The voice blared out of the over head speaker.  “If you can hear me I think I have the systems powered down now.  If I leave I think they may rearm so you might want to send a team over now.  The system will need a complete reboot before you can take full control.”
 
   The Admiral smiled an evil smile.  He turned around the corner and signaled to his mercs to go ahead on inside.  He turned back to retrieve the doctor and his own guards as the mercs rushed down the hallway towards the ship.  “Well my dear, it seems that you did your job and created someone who could get me these ships.  For that I will promise you a swift death.  But take heart, you have allowed a new power to take shape in the galaxy, one that will change the course of history for the better, better for me that is.  Bring her,” he said to his guards.  He turned to head towards the airlock when he heard the same popping noise he had heard before when the first team had gone in.  The bravo mercs hadn’t even made it into the ship.  They had been taken down in the docking arm about halfway there.  The Admiral swore as he turned to get back in the hallway and out of the line of fire.  Just as he turned around to run back, the panel that now had eight holes in it exploded outward.  It sent one of his guards sprawling and the Doctor crashing to the floor.  Suddenly a mass of muscle slammed into the Admiral taking him to the ground.  He felt his back hit the floor and his breath shoot out of him.  He also lost his grip on the detonator.  Seconds after they hit the floor hands snaked around his neck and started squeezing the life out of him.  The Admiral’s eyes focused long enough for him to see his attacker was Captain Feng.  Feng leaned in close and whispered.  “You sick bastard I am going to make you pay for everything you did to me and the other victims.  I saw your precious files and I can’t allow you this kind of power.  You bred me and changed me, so I wasn’t like any of my kind anywhere in the galaxy.  You lied to me and you experimented on me and for that you will die.”
 
    
 
   The last remaining guard, the one Feng never saw because he was standing outside of the range of the holes in the wall jumped on Feng’s back getting his arm around Feng’s neck and trying to wrench him off backwards.  When that didn’t work he started to slam his pistol into the side of Feng’s head.  He didn’t dare shoot at Feng for fear of hitting the Admiral.  Eventually the repeated slamming of the pistol disorientated Feng and loosened his grip on the Admiral.  The guard immediately wrenched back as hard as he could, ripping Feng off the Admiral.  They both tumbled backwards with Feng on top of the guard.  All the Admiral could do was lie on the floor panting for breath.  The guard under Feng was trying to get him in some kind of submission hold, to either incapacitate him or buy time until the other guard got up to help him.  He had lost his pistol in the struggle and was trying to hang onto Feng for dear life.  The other guard was groggily starting to get to his feet, shaking his head in an attempt to clear it.  “Doctor, get the pistol,” Feng managed to say through clenched teeth.  Sky looked up at Feng from her sprawled position on the floor.  She could see him struggling with one guard while the other one was getting slowly to his feet.  She saw the pistol a few inches from her feet and the Admiral was no were to be seen.  She forced down her fear and began to slide backwards.  She hooked the pistol with her foot and slid it up into her hand.  She rolled into a sitting position and raised the gun up.  She took aim and squeezed the trigger.  Nothing happened, so she squeezed again.  Still nothing
 
   “Safety on the right side by the trigger, turn it off.”  Wheezed Feng.  “Hurry.”  He choked.
 
   She looked and saw the button he was talking about and turned it to the off position.  She got the gun back up just as the second guard was turning towards her drawing his own pistol.  She barely had time to aim before she fired off five shots in rapid succession.  All but the last one missed.  It hit the guard’s forehead dead center.  The guard slowly toppled backwards.  Sky stood up on shaky feet.   She looked down at Feng, watching him struggle for his life.  She put the gun to the guards head and pulled the trigger.  She got a face full of blood for her efforts.  Feng lay gasping for breath.  He raised his hand pointing behind her.  Sky went to turn around just as the Admiral hit her in the side of her head with his gun, propelling her forward to trip over the prostrate Captain Feng and sending her sprawling.
 
   “You traitorous cur, Feng. I will have your skin flayed off every inch of your body.”  Yelled the Admiral.   He waived his gun towards Feng then remembered the Doctor.  He pointed the pistol at her back.  “And you, you lousy bitch, will not get the quick death I promised. I will enjoy every moment of making you scream.”  He reached his hand out towards the comm switch on the wall getting ready to call for more guards. A loud report sounded from inside the airlock.  The Admiral suddenly stopped in mid-reach.  He stood there for several seconds staring straight ahead before collapsing into a heap on the floor.  There a few feet behind where the Admiral had collapsed, was the human Cole.  Cole looked at the Admiral for a second then hurried over to Sky’s side to help her stand up.  “I am sorry it took so long for me to get here to help.  I had to be sure that I took out the other team of mercs before I risked coming for you.  I’m just glad I got here in time.”  Cole wrapped Sky up in a crushing hug.  They held each other for a moment before he held her at arm’s length to make sure she was unharmed.  That’s when he noticed Captain Feng slowly getting into a sitting position on the floor.  Cole extended his arm and put the barrel of the pistol up to Feng’s head.  Feng froze and started to speak.  “Please listen.”  Was all he got out before Cole pulled the trigger and splattered Feng’s brains against the far wall.  Feng collapsed into a heap on the floor.  He looked back to Sky, grabbed her hand, and tugged her towards the airlock.  “Come on, we have to go.  It is safe for you to come on board with me.  There are some things I have to explain, things I couldn’t tell you before but we have to get out of this ship and detach from it quickly.”  Cole began pulling her by her hand down the docking tube.
 
   Sky finally started to move on her own and they both raced down the tube and into the ship.  Cole closed the inner door but left the outer one open so when they disengaged, the vacuum would take the bodies of the dead mercs out with the atmosphere.  Cole led the way down a few different hallways to a stairwell that went up into the ship’s bridge.  “Okay Hal, let’s get separated from the other ship and bring the weapon systems fully online.  Get us out to a minimum safe distance before you blast them, though.  We don’t need any blowback damage.”  He led Sky to a crash chair and buckled her in.  “Stay here until we disengage and take care of that ship.”  He took a few steps and jumped into the Captains chair.  “All right, go when you’re ready Hal.”  Cole said, being very careful not to touch any instruments.  Suddenly the ship came totally alive.  Lights blazed in all of her hallways and rooms on the inside, and the engines hummed to life making the exhaust ports glow a vibrant blue on the outside.  “The Admiral’s crew has got to be freaking out right about now,” said Cole.   Suddenly, the ship shuddered a little then there was a shrieking sound of metal being torn.  Through the windows they saw the starscape begin to rotate and move, they were free from the other ship.  Cole saw some of the bodies from the ship go rocketing past the viewport.  One he could tell, was the Admiral’s.  They raced away from their old ship until it got to a minimum safe distance, then it turned and faced dead on to the Admiral’s ship.  “He is trying to run away,” said Cole.  “Fire when ready, Hal.”  A bright sun like object streaked away from the nose of Cole’s ship.  It closed the distance between the two ships in a heartbeat and impacted directly in front of the engine exhaust ports setting off the ship’s grav collectors.  The Admiral’s ship went up in a flaming ball of plasma, creating a miniature sun for a short time.  The viewports automatically darkened during the brief period of intense light.  As the explosion dimmed, the windows unshielded themselves.  Cole let out a sigh of relief and swiveled his chair towards Sky.  He smiled at her when she looked up.  He was scared for a moment when she didn’t respond in kind, but it was only for a moment.  She hit the release on her restraint’s and literally flew across the deck into his arms.  She gave him a fierce hug and said, “Oh thank you Cole, I knew you would save us, I just knew it.”  She collapsed onto his lap.  “How did you do it?  How could you have known how to use all the systems on board the ship?” she asked him. 
 
   “Well I had a little help,” he replied.  “Do you remember when they took me down to the AI core?”  She nodded her head yes.  “Well, they had an ancient human AI imprisoned in the core controlling certain functions of the ship.  The AI was actually created to run this commando ship.  The Captain, unfortunately for him, had to let the AI out to break the codes on the Admirals files and unbeknownst to him the AI stayed free.  As soon as the two ships made a physical connection, Hal, that’s what I named the AI, jumped from their ship to our ship.  Since he was created to help run this ship he slipped right in and we were able to help each other out enough to pull off this rescue.  We both agreed that no one who knew about us, and wasn’t with us, could be allowed to leave.  I would feel bad for the crew but as Hal pointed out, they were working for a criminal organization of their own free will.  We were the only two unwilling people on board.”  She untangled herself from him and stood up.  “This ship is a masterpiece compared to the one we just left.”  The human ship was comparable in size to the other, but the bridge was much smaller and had a better control system if you could use it.  “Is it time yet, Hal?”  Cole asked.
 
   A voice came out over the speaker system.  “Yes Cole, I have set up the protocols to accept your mental imprints.  They just need contact to start the initial process.  Place both hands on the ends of the arm rests.  This will be different than the test the Captain ran on you.  You will not be bonding with a small sensor probe, but with the whole ship, so it may take some time to complete the process.  Remember it requires complete focus to activate and use the ship’s systems.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah I got It, I have to concentrate.  Here goes nothing.”  Cole sat in the Captain’s chair hovering his hands over the rounded ends of the arm rests.  He looked at Sky, winked, and dropped his hands down gripping the control interface tightly.  Suddenly, like before, he was outside of his body, but unlike before, he got to enjoy the feeling.  He had become the ship.  He could feel every inch of her inside and out.  He could feel the slight tug and cold of space.  He could feel the power singing through his conduits.  He reveled at the total feeling of freedom.  He delved into the navigation and saw all the places he could go in the galaxy.  He ransacked the ships memory banks and found them full of ancient knowledge.  He could look through all the inside and outside sensors and see what they saw.  He found the one for the bridge and suddenly saw himself from all different angles on the bridge.   His body was in a relaxed position on the chair and Sky was behind him with her hand on his neck checking for a pulse.   He concentrated on the bridges intercom system for a moment and felt it open to him.  “I am all right Sky, don’t worry I am just bonding with the ship.  I have a couple more things to do in here before I come back to myself.”
 
    He re-orientated himself to be looking out the ships front sensors.  Cole concentrated on the weapon systems.  He felt them come online then he turned the ship very slowly to face the asteroid belt.  He picked one at random and brought up the targeting system.  He chose the main gun for his first test fire.  All it took was a thought to release the energy stored in the weapon.  In an instant, he fired a steam of billion degree plasma at the asteroid.  The asteroid disappeared into a ball of dust.  He acquired a new target and hit it with the larger anti-ship missile system.  Two bright streaks shot out of the wings of the ship and hurtled at the moving asteroid hitting it dead on and exploding in a fiery ball sending shards off in all directions.  Happy that he could control the ships exterior weapons, he brought up the shield next.  He had 360 degree coverage that was proof against all types of energy weapons, and the odd skin of the ship that the mercs couldn’t cut through was a different kind of kinetic energy barrier that absorbed and spread out all over the ship.  He knew though, that if enough attackers hit him with enough energy or kinetic weapons, his shields could get overloaded and he would suffer damage.  
 
   With the shield up and all his concentration on the engines and navigation Cole started to move the ship around inside the defensive perimeter.  He didn’t know how long he spent flying the ship around but he was having a good time and didn’t want to stop.  He started having a nagging feeling in the back of his mind and it was growing stronger.  Someone was trying to get his attention inside of him.  He quickly scanned his internal security feeds until he found Dr. Sky on the bridge shaking his body trying to get him to let go.  He focused for a brief second and shoved himself back into his flesh and blood body.  He felt Sky shaking him and begging him to wake up.
 
   “I am up, stop with the shaking.  How long was I out?”  He asked.
 
   “You have been flying us in circles and destroying asteroids for the better part of the day, you can’t ignore the needs of your actual body Cole.”  Sky sounded upset.  “There are other things we have to do, playing with the ship can wait.”
 
   “But that was the most wonderful thing I have ever done.  I wish you could experience it, it was absolutely amazing.  It felt like I actually became the ship.”  Cole said excitedly.
 
   “Yes Cole, the ship itself was made with a new type of composite metal.  The metal as it was formed was bonded to trillions of nanites that are basically tiny sensor modules.  Your brain automatically turns all the information the nanites give you into sensory inputs you can understand.  The outside scanners and long range sensors are processed through your visual cortex, communications and listening devices through your ears and ships condition and damage sensors through touch.  The ship was designed to be an extension of your own body and controlled at the speed of thought.  You can set tasks then disconnect, but in battle you have to remain in constant contact with the command up link in the chair.  You will feel the damage the ship takes.  I am not sure how that will feel, whether or not damage will be translated as pain, but it is highly probable.  This ship was designed to have at least ten crew members manning the different stations during combat and at least five for normal operations.  We need more people manning the ship or you will soon be worn out.”  Hal finished his lecture.
 
   “I agree with Hal, Cole, we need to get more humans to help us with whatever it is we are going to do.” Sky said.  “Do you know what we are going to do Cole?”
 
   “I am not sure yet.  I’ve been running the possibilities through my mind all day but haven’t settled on a course of action yet.  I don’t know enough about what is going on out there in the galaxy to make an informed decision.  I need time I think, well, to think that is.”  Cole got up from the Captain’s chair.  “But I do agree that I need something to eat and some rest.  Hal, can I assume we will be safe here for the time being?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Sir I feel this place should be relatively safe for the foreseeable future.”
 
   “Good.  I want to rest for a bit then spend some time learning all the ships systems and capabilities before we head off.  If we do go to get some help I don’t want to be crashing the ship into the moon or anything.  How are we on supplies?  Do we have enough food and water for a week or two?”  Asked Cole.
 
   “Ships stores are reporting enough convertible material for three weeks of nutrients and an indefinite supply of water.”
 
   “One final question before I take a break.  Can we set Sky up to be able to control the ship like I do?  Get her an interface up link?”
 
   “I will consult with the med bay computer on that and will get back to you.”  Hal said.
 
   Cole turned to Sky and held out his arm.  “Would the lady join me for dinner?”  He asked with a big smile.
 
   Sky twined her arm through his and said.  “Lead the way I’m starving.”
 
   They walked arm and arm following the map Cole now seemed to have implanted in his head of the ships layout.  A short walk later, they made it to the crew’s quarters.  It was basically double rows of bunks on the walls with tables and chairs in the middle and a large bathroom at the end.  They stopped and looked around.  
 
   “Okay this sucks, let’s go see if the Captain’s cabin is better. “ Cole remarked then turned around and went down two more doors.  He opened it up and stepped inside.  It was spartan to say the least.  It was a ten by ten room with a double bed, desk, table and chairs with a small personal bathroom.  He saw the food unit on the wall and headed over to it.  Hitting the menu he was surprised at the sheer amount of different choices.  He had no clue what any of them were though, so he selected a dinner at random.  In a few seconds a steaming tray appeared at the slot underneath the food unit.  It didn’t smell horrible so he grabbed it and went to sit down while Sky ordered up something as well.
 
                 It turned out to be rather tasty Cole thought and the cabin was silent except for the noise of contented chewing.  They ate in silence for a few minutes before Cole finally spoke up.  “Man I’m sorry, I never even asked if you wanted to be rigged with the interface system Sky.  Sorry for just assuming.  It is up to you, if the computer can even do it though.”
 
                 “No, that’s all right, I would love to be able to help out any way I can.  I put you through the procedure it would only be fair if it happened to me too.”  She said around a mouthful of food.  “Hal told me about the nanites the med computer put into you, I would really love the chance to look at them and if possible, make some for me as well.  I always knew something like that could be done I just never knew how.  It’s absolutely fascinating.  Studying them will give me something to do while you practice with the ship.”
 
   “Hey Hal, you got a second?”  Cole asked.
 
   “Yes Sir, how may I help?” He responded through the room’s intercom.
 
   “Any word on Sky’s chances of interfacing?  Also look into the nano tech and see if it’s adaptable to her species and clear her for full access to the med computer please.”  Cole started to clear his plate looking around for the place he was supposed to put the empty dishes.
 
   “Used dishes go back into the food unit.”  Supplied Hal.  “As to your other questions, yes, Sky can be rigged with an interface module and I would have to be delivered with the nanites so yes to all your questions.”
 
   “Okay, then first order of business is to get Sky and myself some rest and cleaned up.  Tomorrow we get her rigged with an interface.  Then we both need to practice with the ship until we are competent enough to use its systems and fly it reliably.  Then we decide what our next step will be.  Anyone else have anything to add?  Nothing.  Okay let’s get some sleep then.  Hal please wake us in eight hours and we will get started,” Cole said as he stood and reached up high stretching his body.
 
    
 
   Sky stood and headed for the door.  “I saw another cabin just down the hallway, if you don’t mind, I’ll just use that one.”
 
   “That’s fine, it’s the First Mate’s cabin and it is all yours.  Can you read English?” he asked her.
 
   “Yes, I studied all of Earth’s languages while we were on station there.”
 
   “All right, that makes things a little easier.  Well, good night Sky and I’ll see you in the morning.”  Cole flopped onto the bed.  It was the most comfortable thing he had laid on in a while.  He never even made it under the covers before he fell asleep.
 
    
 
    
 
   Over the next two weeks Cole, Sky and Hal spent every waking moment working on learning the ships systems and controlling them.  Cole mainly concentrated on flying, navigation and the weapons systems.  Hal, they found out, was able to do the jobs of most of the missing crew members but he could only split his attention between a finite number of tasks at once.  They would definitely have to avoid any large scale conflicts for the time being.  They ended up staying longer than they should have, because Cole was just unable to make his mind up on what their next course of action should be.  He finally made his decision two and a half weeks after their arrival in system.
 
   Cole had Sky meet him in the top observation blister.  It was a small room with a circular couch in the center.  The blister was a clear metal dome which gave a 360 degree view of the surrounding space.  Cole had moved the ship closer to the red dwarf at the center of the system.  He was in the orbit of the closest planet to the sun.  When Sky arrived, the sun was just coming out from behind the barren yellow colored planet.  It was a spectacular view.  She quietly entered and sat down next to Cole not wanting to ruin the moment.  It wasn’t until the red giant had fully come out from behind the planet that Cole told her what he wanted to do next.  “I don’t know what our ultimate goal should be, whether we are going to try and destroy our ancient enemies or just make a place for humanity in the galaxy.  I know one thing, we need help and we need to man the battle fleet regardless.  You’re involved in this too, so I won’t make a decision like this without your input.  I want to go to Earth and find a few thousand people to train and man those ships.  If nothing else, to act as a defensive force.”
 
   Sky turned slightly so she could face Cole.  “I understand and I will do what you think is right.  We do need help and I will gladly return to your home with you.”   She slid closer to him and he put his arm over her shoulder.  She nestled into him and rested her head on his shoulder.  She closed her eyes and enjoyed the feel of security he brought her.
 
   “We leave tomorrow then.  I think things only get better from here on out.  Whatever we decide to do, Earth will be safe.”  He sank back into the couch.  He enjoyed having her under his arm and the beautiful view around him.  Yes, he thought to himself, things couldn’t get any worse than they had been. 
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   Excerpt from Captain’s record: “I am only doing this one time and one time only.  Captain’s log, star date unknown.  Okay, got that out of my system.  I just found this new program on my cabin’s computer, it is a recording system for the Captain to use at his discretion.  So here goes my first one.  I will, over the next few days retell what has transpired over the last month of my life to bring me to this stage.  For right now I will start in the present.  I feel myself and Doctor Sky have mastered enough of the ships systems to warrant us finally leaving the staging area where we found the ship and its sisters.  Apparently nobody in the galaxy names their ships or even differentiated between ship classes, which seems kinda weird to me, and I haven’t yet either.  As soon as I come up with a good one I’ll get it painted on the hull.  Our next stop will be Earth.  I have decided that for us to make any kinda headway in this galaxy, humans need to return in full force.  I don’t know yet if this will mean war or just home defense with escorts for traders and explorer ships.  We will burn that bridge when we come to it I guess. Well, enough for now, I will try and make regular updates for posterity and be as accurate as possible.  Cole out.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Alright Hal, lets go over the check list for the grav jump,” Cole said as he settled into the Captain’s chair.  Sky stood beside him with her hand on his shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze.  Cole looked up at her and smiled.
 
   “Yes, Sir.  First, all organic beings need to be seated and buckled in.”  Hal came over the intercom.  
 
   “That would be me I guess,” Sky said walking over to the nearest chair and taking a seat.  The crash harness automatically extended and snugged up tight around her.  
 
   “Second:  This is a completely different style of flight than any of us are used to.  This is something new that your ancestors developed just for these ships.  It will seem nearly instantaneous point A to point B travel.  There will be some time lost to you while we are moving but it should go unnoticed.  We also do not need to pre-gather energy from the local gravity.  This ship is equipped with a rather unique storage device that automatically gathers and stores energy between jumps.  The ship will warp space using gravity as normal ships do but as soon as space time is warped, we will then travel at many, many times the speed of light to get to our destination.  While a normal ship only travels at close to the speed of light.  This gives us an advantage if we need to get places in a hurry.”
 
   “Wait, what’s that mean for us?  I guess what I mean is, how long for a standard ship versus this ship to get from here to Earth?”  Cole asked.
 
   “A standard ship traveling at near light speed would take about seven standard days.  We will require less than one hour and we will not notice that hour.  To us it should seem instantaneous, ” Hal replied.  “Now to continue.  Cole you will have to take control of the ship before transit and give yourself a countdown before engaging so you can retreat back into your mind for the trip.  There is no evidence that being bonded with the ship during warp will negatively affect you, but better safe than sorry, for the first few times anyway.  Both of you will need to activate the compensator shielding in your chairs to protect you from the massive acceleration.  You should come out on the other end with no disorientation, ready for anything.  I believe that’s it.”
 
   Cole looked over to Sky.  “Ready to go back?   I know we haven’t been gone all that long, but this time you get to come down and meet some people.”  She smiled and nodded her head.  “Okay then let’s do this.”  Cole grabbed the link devices in the armrests and once again found himself becoming the ship.  He reveled in the feeling for a moment before reigning himself in.  He brought up the map of the galaxy from the ships memory banks.  The galaxy suddenly swirled to life in front of him.  It was awesome in its detail.  He could select any star at random and if there was any info on it he would have it at his beck and call.  He focused his mind and thought of Earth. A bright light shone from out near the edge of the Milky Way.  He thought of the ships location, another bright pinprick of light shone bright.  Just to see what was there, he focused on the info surrounding Earth.  Nada, it came up blank.  Well, if it isn’t written down, no one can steal it.  He concentrated on the connection between the two points on the map.  He felt them connect.  He gave himself 10 seconds.  He raced back into his body, bringing up his personal shielding as he did.  He opened his eyes now, back in his body and saw the shimmering almost water like sheath around him and his chair.  Hal had the countdown.  Five. Four. Three. Two. One.  
 
   For what seemed like a split second Cole felt like all the bonds that held his body’s cells together just broke down and he fell apart.  It was only for a moment, but it was the oddest damn feeling he ever felt.  Then there they were, one moment hundreds of light years distant the next knocking on Sol’s door.  “Oh man!  Why do I feel like I need a shower?  I hope that feeling goes away after a few times.”  Cole shivered in his chair.  He glanced at Sky.
 
   “Yes that was quiet disconcerting.  I do not believe I have ever felt that way before.  But I will suffer it to get places this fast.”  The last she said with a grin.
 
   “Where are we Hal?  I don’t see the Earth anywhere.”
 
   “We have come in just outside the system.  Remember the grav drives cannot function inside solar gravity areas and your sun has a very large gravity footprint.  At normal cruising speed we will be to Earth in thirty minutes.  Or faster if you want to push the engines.”
 
   “Naw, we can go in like this.  It gives me a chance to work on my speech and decide where we want to initially land.  This is exciting.   I should make the history books with this one.  Hey, maybe they will make a statue of me.  That would rock.”  Cole got up and paced around.  “We going near any other planets on our way in system?”  He asked Hal.
 
   “Yes, we will pass close by Neptune and Mars.”
 
   “Okay, re-plot us to get as close as possible to those planets and slow down so we can get a good look.  Open the jump shutters so I can see out.”  The shutters retreated into the floor giving Cole a nearly 360 degree view of space.  Sky got up and joined him looking out the windows.  She put her arm around his waist and leaned into him.  They passed Neptune first; it was beautiful blue ball of frozen water and other gasses.  No living human had ever seen it like this before.  A few minutes later the red ball of mars started to fill the forward window.  They cruised past and started their approach towards Earth.  They were now heading directly into the sun.  They would have to be almost on top of Earth before they could see it or the Moon.  Hal reported five minutes out.  As they slowed faster and shifted slightly to avoid the Moon, and entered a parking orbit trajectory around Earth something struck Cole as being odd about his home planet.  They almost seemed to creep closer now, not moving so fast.  As the planet came into view, Cole realized what was wrong.  The typically blue, white green and brown ball that he had seen so many times on the NASA channel was gone.  In its place was a world that looked like it had been sliced and quartered like an apple.  Cole’s grip on Sky grew tighter as they got closer.
 
   “Cole,” Hal started to say.
 
    
 
   “Shut up, NOW,” Cole snapped.  The bridge grew silent.  As they approached the devastated planet the damage was clear.  It looked like someone had bisected it from pole to pole and through the equator.  The sum was not as big as the whole though.  The four pieces didn’t match up.  There had to be some surface area that had been just totally disintegrated.  Cole couldn’t see any water or clouds.  It was obvious that the atmosphere didn’t survive the attack.  Because that is surely what it had to have been.  Planets don’t just break into four pieces on their own.  He disengaged himself from Sky and stumbled backwards until his knees hit the Captains chair.  He sat down hard.  Sky turned and looked at Cole.  She had a look of pure horror on her face.
 
                 “Cole, I am so sorry.”  She started to say before tears choked her voice.  She ran and kneeled down in front of him, wrapping her arms around his waist and laying her head on his chest, as she cried for him and his people.
 
                 “Hal” Cole started “I want you to start scanning for life on the planet surface or however far below you can penetrate.”  Cole’s voice was firm and didn’t waiver.  “I don’t care how small or insignificant it seems.   If it’s alive, I want to know about it.
 
   “Cole, nothing could have survived that.”  Hal said
 
   “Do. It. Now,” Cole said with anger lacing his voice.  “Don’t make me ask again.”
 
                 “Yes Sir.”
 
   The moments crawled by.  They got even closer to the shattered planet and the devastation got worse.  Sky felt Cole shudder under her embrace.  “I have completed a quick scan of this side of the planet and have no life signs to report, though I did find a transponder signal from a spy sat left behind by the former Captain Feng.  If we retrieve it we may be able to get more information on who initiated this attack.”
 
   “Yes, fine, but you better keep life signs scanners running while you do that.”  Cole said through clenched teeth.”  He was starting to lose himself to the grief.  He couldn’t break down yet though.  He had to be here and functioning just in case they beat the odds and found someone alive.  
 
   “Coming into range to access the sat now Sir.  Downloading recording.  Download complete.  It appears we have a visual record of the Earth and surrounding environs since we left orbit a few weeks ago.”  Hal brought up a view screen and started playing the footage from the beginning.  The first scans were of the original ship departing Earth’s orbit and heading out system.  Hal slowly started to fast forward.  Every few seconds Cole saw the international space station whiz by on the screen.   “Here, it would seem is the relevant information.”  
 
   The images returned to running at normal speed.  In the middle of the screen Cole saw the Earth floating peacefully in the void of space.  The moon slowly coming into view on the far left.  From the far right an object appeared moving slowly towards Earth.  As more of it appeared on the screen, the leading end suddenly split into four sections and actually started to spread apart, wide enough to slip over the Earth like some gigantic claw.  Sky gasped.  Cole was so intent on the video he never even registered her exclamation.  Slip over the Earth they did.  The thing had to be massive and it had its claws over his home.  At this point, Hal zoomed the image out far enough that the sun just barely came into the picture.  Cole figured there was something Hal thought he should see, so he remained quiet.  The four claws of the giant ship all came together at a point that looked like, for all that Cole could tell, the body of a spider.  Soon after the ship had the Earth between its arms, a tendril of molten plasma started to twist itself off the sun.  In a matter of moments, the tendril extended half-way from the sun to the Earth.  Finally the tendril made it all the way to the body of the ship.  Hal focused back in on the planet.  
 
   “They tried to fight back.”  Cole saw what Hal was talking about.  He saw vastly smaller ships darting around the legs of the ship shooting at, what Cole could only assume were missiles being launched from different points of the Earth’s surface.  None where making it through the smaller ships defense.  Suddenly, a bright light blossomed from the main body of the ship.  The ship was focusing the energy and heat from the sun into two giant columns of pure energy that bisected each other forming a cross.  The cross slowly moved from the body towards the Earth.  Cole was about to witness the deaths of almost seven billion people and he could do nothing to stop it.  The blindingly bright cross moved steadily towards Earth.  When it hit the atmosphere, the billions of degrees heat instantly started to burn the flammable gasses.  Before it even got to ground level the Earth had been super heated beyond livable standards.  Then the energy beams started to cut into solid ground.  Cole watched as the cross moved through the planet, finally coming out the back side.  The cross itself had flash boiled all the water on the surface and because it had destroyed the atmosphere, the water had boiled off into space. 
 
   As the energy came out the back side, it flickered off.  The ship let go of its hold on the sun and began to back off the Earth.  After completing its reverse maneuver it turned and started heading out system.  In a few moments it was gone from the sats range.  Cole watched as his home, now cut into four pieces, slowly started to drift apart.  He grasped Sky and lay his check on top of her head.  He wept, and kept weeping for a long time.
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   “I did not have the greatest life on Earth.  I did not have many dealings with nice people on Earth.  My life on that once great planet was far from idyllic. But it was my home.  I think I possibly would have fallen apart at this point if I had been alone.  Sky was my rock.  She kept me focused on what needed to be done, not bemoaning what could not be changed.  I owe her yet again.  The next few hours were kind of a blur.  I relied on Sky to let me know what happened from a calmer perspective.”
 
    
 
   He had no idea how long he had been sitting on the floor but Sky had fallen asleep with her head cradled in his lap.  He looked down at her calm features and gently shook her awake.  She slowly sat up trying to keep eye contact with him at all times.
 
   “How are you Cole?”  She didn’t know what else to say at that moment in time.
 
   Her question weighed down on him.  How does one feel after having seen the demise of his planet and people?   He was quiet for a while before saying.  “Numb, I guess.  I don’t know.  I am angry, upset, frustrated.  I want to lash out and destroy those who destroyed my home.  Most of all, I want to know why?  Why they did this and who they were.  Yes, I defiantly want to know who did this.”
 
   “I can help you with the second part and offer some insight into the first.”   Sky said getting to her feet and helping Cole to his.  She leaned into his chest and put her arms around him.  “I recognized the ship from stories I have heard from the purge.  It is an Esii Sun Eater.  It works in two ways.  The first is the one we saw.  If a planet is close enough to a sun of sufficient power and size, it harnesses the sun to destroy the planet.  The second, and just as devastating, is if the planet is too far from the sun or the sun has insufficient power, the ship just draws the energy from the sun and sends it off into space slowly weakening the system’s sun to the point of collapse.  This also kills every planet in the system because it forces a heavy collapse, which forms a black hole.  The black hole does the rest.  Your planet was just at the outer range of the ships effective area to directly attack the planet so enough energy was siphoned off that your sun will begin collapsing much sooner now than would naturally occur.  Hal estimated within a thousand years give or take.”
 
   Cole quietly contemplated what Sky had just told him.  Even though he had seen it happen, he still couldn’t believe it.  The Esii.  They had just made a big mistake.  They hadn’t been on Cole’s radar until this attack.  They were going to get theirs that was for sure.  But that was for later.
 
   “As for your first question I can only assume that someone discovered what we were doing out here and told the Esii.  The Esii were the main peoples who led the purge against the pure humans all those years ago and some believe they had help from an unknown advanced race.  A race that gave them the technology to build new powerful ships like the Sun Eater.  I can only assume they have standing orders to destroy every descendant of the pure humans they find.  That’s my working theory anyway.”  She placed both of her hands on either side of Cole’s face and tilted his head until he was looking at her.  “I am very sorry Cole, for what happened and my part in it.  I can understand if you want me gone or even dead.”
 
   Cole’s eyes grew heavy with fatigue as he looked at Sky.  “No Sky, I need you too much and this wasn’t your fault in any way.”  He leaned forward slightly and pressed his lips to her forehead giving her a gentle kiss.  “I don’t think I could go on from here without you,” he whispered.  He was silent for a few heartbeats.  “Hal, any luck with those scans?”  He asked.
 
    
 
   “Nothing yet, Sir.  We still have to do the other side, but again I caution against optimism.  The odds of anyone surviving this kind of attack are astronomical, to say the least.  With our low stores I also wouldn’t recommend staying very long.”
 
   “Stow it Hal.  I don’t want opinions right now, I want you looking for survivors.  I will decide how long we stay.  Now download that footage to my cabin computer. I want to review it a few more times.  There is something nagging at me about it and I can’t pin it down.”  Cole gently removed Sky from in front of him.  “I need some time alone if you guys don’t mind.  Time to think.”  He hung his head as he headed for the bridge door.  Cole thought that there were two paths open to him at this time.  Path one:  Let this mire him in grief until he self-destructed.  Path two:  Use this anger and grief to fuel his vengeance.  Revenge.  Retribution.  Death to his enemies.  Death to those responsible.
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   “It was at that point I decided to name my ship Retribution.  The Retribution had a certain ring to it, I thought.  It would be a constant reminder of what I was planning on doing with the rest of my life.  However short that life would be.  How does someone deal with the death of 7 billion of your fellow species?  I couldn’t and still can’t answer that question.  I know what I did and whether it was right or wrong, well only history can judge that.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Sky was getting worried.  Cole had been in his cabin for almost six hours now and he wasn’t responding to her repeated attempts to contact him.  Hal assured her that his vitals were all in normal ranges so he wasn’t in any medical trouble.  She needed him, she needed to be with him.  She felt horribly responsible for what had happened to his planet.  She felt she should be the one falling apart like this and she should be caring for him.  After all, those were his people dead out there, not hers.  He said he just needed some time alone.  Alone with that awful video of his planets demise.  Hal had said Cole had watched it almost a hundred times since disappearing into his quarters.   How could he stand to see that over and over, she could probably never understand?  Regardless she was here outside his room waiting until he needed her.  She would stay here for eternity if that’s how long he needed.  She leaned her back against the cold metal wall and slowly slid down into a sitting position on the lightly padded floor.  As soon as she touched the deck, Cole’s cabin door slid open and Cole came stumbling out.
 
   “I knew it, damn it!  I was right.”  He shouted with a crow of excitement.  “I figured out what has been bugging me from the first time I saw the video.  Quick Sky, come inside and let me show you what I found.  You too Hal, you have permission to enter my room.”  He almost jerked Sky’s arm out of socket, hauling her to her feet and quickly shuffling her into his room.  “No time to waste hurry, hurry.”  He maneuvered her in front of the monitor on his desk.  His room was a mess.  It looked like he had taken some of his anger out on some of the furniture.  The desk was about the only thing that wasn’t trashed.  “Umm, sorry about the mess I had some frustration to work out, I’m fine now though.  Sit down and watch this.  You can see what I’m showing her, right Hal?”
 
   “Yes, I can see what is on the monitor.  Go ahead Cole.”
 
   “Okay.  Now I have enhanced a section of the planet and zoomed in as much as possible to this point here.”  Cole jabbed his finger at the screen.  Pointing at a small section of space about an inch away from the Earth.  “What do you see there?”  He asked excitedly.  “Come on, you guys have to see that.”
 
   “Hmm.”  Sky leaned in to get a better look.  “It looks like something is there in a low orbit around the planet.”
 
   “Yes, I agree.”  Came Hal’s response.  “Too big for a satellite, but possibly something large enough to be a small drone ship perhaps.”
 
   “God you two.  It’s the international space station.  Well, the part of it we can see.  Remember we were just really getting into space, it wasn’t huge but it was our first attempt to man a semi permanent space facility.  Now watch as the arms of that Sun Eater spread over the Earth.”  He started the feed again until the arms moved fully into position before he stopped the video.  “What do you notice now?”  He asked.
 
    
 
   After a few seconds with no forthcoming answers, Cole grumbling under his breath said,  “And I’m the ignorant barbarian.  Look at it and tell me what you still see there.”
 
   “All I can see is the planet, the arm of the ship and the space station is more visible now that it has the arm of the ship as a back drop.”  Hal said and Sky agreed with him.
 
   “Exactly.”  Cried Cole.  “The Sun Eater was between the station and Earth so the station wouldn’t have been destroyed when the Eater took out Earth.  It could still be there somewhere in one piece.  Most importantly, it was a manned space station.  There could be survivors.  It has only been about a week since the attack.  Someone could still be alive in it.  Hal, I want you to use whatever data you can to try to figure out where the hell it went.  From the video it looked like it might have been knocked out of orbit.  We need a general direction and speed, to work up a bearing and distance from its last known location.”
 
   “He is right Hal, I remember watching them build that station.  If it wasn’t destroyed out right it could have been knocked out of orbit towards deeper space.”  Sky looked almost as excited as Cole felt.  “We need to try to find it, if possible.”
 
   “Damn straight we do.”  Cole turned and headed for the door.  Sky was only a step behind him.  “I want that course figured out by the time I get to the bridge, okay Hal?”
 
   “Basic math Sir, I should have it by then.”  Hal replied.  “I will adjust the scanners to look specifically for it as well.”
 
   Cole and Sky raced to the bridge.  Cole vaulted over the back of the Captain’s chair and landed with both hands already gripping the interface grips.  He suddenly found himself as the ship again, but this time the novelty of it was a distraction.  One he ignored as the information Hal was getting for him raced through his brain.  Fast as thought, Cole turned the ship to point at the general area Hal was giving as his highest percentage for the station’s location.  Cole nudged the ship into motion.  Being reckless now wouldn’t do anyone any good at all if he slammed into the large chunks of rock that used to be Earth.  He spent the next few moments navigating through that wreckage, moving steadily closer to where he hoped the station would be.  He finally cleared the debris field and moved into open space.  He was pushing as much power into the scanners as they could take.  After just a few moments he got a hit.  The scans were reporting a large cylindrical object roughly matching the dimensions of the stations living area.  Cole goosed his speed a little now that he was in the clear.  It first appeared to him as a blinking dot showing him the way.  As they got closer, it started to resolve itself into a three dimensional image.  Finally, it came into video range and showed up as it actually appeared.  The remains of the station were thoroughly battered.  It only had a portion of its solar panels still attached and on one end he could see where part of the station had sheared off, leaving an interior hatch (closed thank god) exposed to vacuum.  But most importantly, life signs scans were detecting a definite signature of something being alive inside.
 
   Cole slowed down and set a course that would bring the ship alongside the station.  He retreated back into his body.  He was speechless as he looked to Sky.  He could hardly believe it, they had possibly found someone who had survived the attack, other than himself.  He wasn’t alone anymore.  Well, alone as a species.  Cole cleared his throat.  “Is the remains of the ship small enough to fit in the cargo bay Hal?  I think it would be better if we got it inside than trying to link up with it in a vacuum.”
 
   “Yes, it should just fit into the cargo bay area.  You will have to go in through the exposed hatch, which from here looks like a cutting tool may be required.  But it is highly doable.  I can run the recovery operations if you would like to go down to the cargo area.”
 
   Cole got up and started to head for the door.  He turned back to Sky and paused.  “Could you go get whatever emergency medical supplies you have and meet me down in the cargo bay?  Bring anything you think would be helpful.”  He didn’t wait for a response, he just headed out the door.  Sky got up and made her way to the medical bay on her own.  She was feeling mixed emotions at this discovery now that she really thought about it.  Who was this person they were about to rescue?  If it was a female would Cole feel obligated to be with her? Or if it was someone who used to be in a position of power, would he try and take control of the ship and the mission?  She was ashamed that she felt this way when Cole was so obviously excited about finding a survivor.  She would follow his lead though and do what she thought was best for Cole.  Bringing that issue to resolution for the time being, she picked up her pace.  After arriving at the med bay she loaded a kit with everything she thought she would need for possible trauma and long term exposure to the horrible conditions the occupant would have lived through.  She gave her supplies a quick once over and headed out to the cargo bay.  Ready to face whatever was about to come their way.
 
   Cole made it down to the cargo bay just in time to see the big rear cargo door swing open.  He could see the exposed hatch, as Hal gently guided the ship around the last whole piece of the station.  As the station slowly slipped into the bay he felt Sky slide up next to him and take his hand in hers, and give it a gentle squeeze.  He returned the gesture never once taking his eyes off the station.  It seemed to Cole to be an agonizingly slow process.  But finally the station was fully inside the cargo bay and resting on the floor.  The outer bay doors started to swing slowly shut.  Just when the doors were almost closed, they snagged the end of the station and with a shriek of metal, slid the station across the floor. It came to rest mere inches from the interior door Cole and Sky were standing at.
 
   “Well, I said it should fit okay.  These things are tricky you know and even I am not perfect.”  Hal said getting in a pre-defense against what he knew Cole would say about his miscalculation.
 
   “Not a problem Hal you did a fine job.  Thanks for doing the hard part.”  Cole replied back.
 
   “Thanks, now pressurizing cargo bay.  Bay at optimal pressure, opening inner doors.”  The door slid up and there was a slight breeze as the two slightly differently pressurized rooms equalized.  “This would be easier with a lightsabre but here goes nothing.”  Cole went to work on the sealed hatch with a high powered plasma cutter that he had picked up in the maintenance room, he had found on the way down to the cargo bay.  It wasn’t as cool as cutting through the door with a lightsabre but Cole didn’t mind too much.  It only took a few deft cuts at the door’s hinges to get it to fall out of its frame onto the floor with a loud clang.  Cole turned the cutter off and set it on the floor.  He stared inside for a moment looking at the damaged remains of the station.  It actually looked worse than the exterior.  He couldn’t imagine how anyone survived in this for a week.  Alone.  He shuddered.  He forced his way through the trash piled on the floor to the back of the station.  He stopped at the rear wall.  There was an outline of a horizontal door about half way up the wall.  It was about six and a half feet long and two feet high.  The perfect dimensions of a safe room in a space station short on space.  Could someone have put themselves in here after the attack and lived like this for seven days?  He waived Sky forward.  “I don’t know what we are going to find in here, but be ready to move fast.”  Sky nodded at Cole and indicated she was ready.  Cole reached for the controls to the far left of the outline on the wall.  He keyed the only button on it.  There was a slight hiss of air escaping then the outline slid out.  For some reason it made Cole think of a giant cash register drawer opening.  Cole stared down at the girl lying in the drawer.  She was human, beautiful, alive, and savagely beat up.  She was also hooked up to a few different tubes and leads.  Cole sidestepped out of the way.  “Alright Doc, it’s your show now.”
 
   Sky moved in, pulling out a few things she thought she would need right away.  The first thing she did was hit the injured women’s body with a portable scanner.  She started getting hits right away.  “Two broken ribs, concussion, fractured collar bone, and some minor internal bleeding.  She is hovering on the brink of dying.  She also appears to be dehydrated and starting on the verge of malnourishment.  It looks like she has kept herself in a state of near hibernation with a chemical drip of various drugs.”  Sky dug into her kit until she found the device she wanted.  “She is barely alive.  I’ll need your help Cole.”  Not waiting for his response she told him to roll the girl onto her side gently.  She poked around for a moment with a lead from the device she had taken from her kit.  Suddenly and quite savagely, she jammed the device into the lower back of the girl.  She held it there for a moment looking at a small readout on the screen.  “Okay that should take care of the internal bleeding.  Now I’m going to give her something to clear the drugs from her system so I can get better ones in there that will block the pain and start the healing process.  Hold onto her Cole, she may wake up and if she moves around too much before I can get the new stuff into her, she could hurt herself even more.”  Cole stood up by her head and held her arms down, he nodded to Sky.  She placed an injector up to the woman’s neck and squeezed its trigger.  She waited a few seconds, watching the girl’s vitals.
 
   The girl’s eyes suddenly flew open and she took a long sharp breath.  It reminded Cole of someone taking a breath after being nearly drowned.  Before she could do anything else, Sky hit her with the new drugs and she was out cold doing no further damage.  Sky put her hands on the drawer and blew out a breath.  “That was the tricky part. We need to move her out of here now, and get her to the med bay.  I can work up a quick genetic profile and have the nanites ready to go in no time.”
 
   “No nanites.  Heal her however you want but no nanites unless it’s life or death.  This was forced on me I will not force it on anyone else.  If it turns out she needs the nanites to live, you can do it.  Otherwise she heals naturally with as much help as you can give her.  But no nanites, not yet any way.”
 
   “Yes, of course.  I should have no problems at all with these injuries.  It will take more time, but I should be able to give her a full recovery with the rest of the equipment in the lab.”  Sky and Cole gently lifted her out of the drawer and onto the gurney Sky had brought with her.
 
   “Do you need me to help you with her Sky?”  Cole asked.
 
   “No, this is pretty standard trauma stuff I can deal with on my own.  Why?”
 
   “I think I’m going to stay here and try to figure out who she was and anything else that may be of use to us.  I am going to go through all this crap on the floor.  Try to salvage anything not too torn up, then help Hal unload this thing from the bay.  Give me a shout if anything changes, all right?” Sky went to turn away when Cole grabbed her arm.  “Thanks for helping her Sky, it means everything to me.”  Cole watched Sky push the only other human still alive in the galaxy out the door.  He turned back and began the daunting task of sorting though the tumbled junk on the floor.
 
   Hours later and no closer to finishing his task of sorting through the detritus of the station, Cole was leaning against the wall slipping into a frustrated funk.  He hated feeling this way.  He had no past now, no home, however bad that home had been, it was his.  Where was he going to go?  His present was a plethora of choices, most of which would probably lead to his death in the near term.  That of course left him with a very limited future.  He asked the classic question all people asked when faced with these kinds of choices.  Why me?  Why am I the one who has to figure this crap out?  Well me, Sky, and an as yet unconscious, unidentified Earth girl who may or may not live to regret surviving.   He lashed out and kicked a pile of junk scattering it all over the section he had just cleared.
 
   “You need to relieve some stress Cole.”  He hadn’t heard Sky come down the passageway.  He jumped a little.
 
   “Jesus, give me some warning I’m kinda edgy right now.  I thought that’s what I was doing kicking helpless junk around, exerting my male dominance upon it.”  He pounded his fist into the wall.  “I can’t find anything important in here.  When it was breached, the vacuum tossed everything around as it depressurized.  Just about everything is already broken, so kicking it seemed like a good idea to me.”  He glanced around at the piles he had been making of the various things he had found on the floor and in cabinets.  He reached down and picked up one of the sacks he had been filling.  It was a run of the mill garbage bag he had found.  Black, plastic and about half filled with all the personal items he could identify.  Hopefully some belonged to the injured girl.  “I am done here.  Besides this personal stuff, there is nothing worth trying to salvage.”  He ushered Sky out of the station and back into Retribution’s passageway.
 
    
 
   “Are you going to ask me about our patient?”  Sky asked absently, as she watched the door slide shut.
 
   “I assume if something had gone wrong you would have startled me with that instead of the stress thing, so I assume she is at the least stable and sleeping.”  He never looked away from the station in the cargo room as he talked.  “Hal, eject that hunk of junk please.”  He turned to face Sky.  She looked worn and tired.  More time must have passed than he thought.  She had spent the last few hours working on the girl with no break and had probably come straight down here to check on him.  “Sorry, and yes you are right I need to do something, anything to feel productive.  Feel like I’m moving forward not just spinning my wheels.  I have decisions to make and am not one step closer to making them than I was before.”
 
   “Well, sounds like you need a distraction from your problems then.”  She looked him up and down.  “Yes definitely need to ease the tension and get some of that stress out of you.  Come with me I know just the thing.”  She grabbed his hand and started to lead him away from the cargo area.  She instantly quashed any objections he started to form and just kept pulling him on down the hall.  “Trust me you will feel better after this.
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   “I never knew what to expect, I guess, when I had Hal out looking for survivors.  I had hoped but never for a second actually believed we would find anyone alive.  I was also no fool.  Two people could never restart a whole race no matter what certain books say.  Human kind depends on the changes genetic diversity provides.  Fishing in the family pond only leads to two headed kids and learning the banjo.  I was anxious and worried when it came time to wake the girl up.  I didn’t even know if she had seen what had happened or if remembered it. Or even if she wanted to go on living knowing we may be the last of our kind.  I hoped she was strong enough to deal with it and stay to help us.  Sky, on the other hand, found another way to channel my negative emotions.  I didn’t enjoy it at first but came to love doing it with her.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Cole was on his back sweating heavily and gasping for breath.  Sky was over him straddling his hips and had his hands pinned under hers.  She was mildly sweating and slightly panting.  They were staring intently at each other.  “Do you have another one in you?”  She asked teasingly.  “Or have we worn out your anger for the moment?”
 
   Cole wiggled a little trying to get some separation.  “No, god, no.  No more, I’m gonna be sore for a year now.  How the hell did you do that four times?”
 
   Sky stood up and headed for the far wall where the towels were hanging.  Cole lay panting on the ground.  “It is a fighting style all young ones are trained in.  It was developed after the purge, as not only a mode of self-defense, but of training the body to work independently from your brain.”  She grabbed two towels.  She put one over her shoulders and tossed the other to Cole.  “Of course it can also be used to relieve stress in you macho male types.”
 
   “Trust me, I am not feeling anything right now, especially macho.”  He slowly sat up and wiped the sweat from his head.  They had been at it for only a half an hour but he felt like he had just walked twelve miles with a fifty pound rucksack and was getting hit in the gut the whole way.  “Other than my body hurting, I am feeling less inclined toward frustrated violence aimed at random junk on the floor.  I hope you plan on teaching me how to fight like that someday.  Soon.  All I know is some basic pressure and takedown stuff the army taught me.  This is now, apparently useless because there is no one left to use it on.”  He glanced up at her.  “It was odd though, I started to pick up on it fairly fast and was moving at a greater speed than I ever could before.”
 
   “I had almost forgotten about that.”  She said.  “Well, better late than never I guess.  When I was altering you for the Captain, I added some of my own alterations into the mix.  Some of the bacteria increased your muscle mass for strength, nervous system for faster reflexes and movement, and increased the total area of accessible brain tissue for learning and memorization.  You should learn things quicker than normal, maybe only needing to be shown one or two times before you can repeat whatever it is.”
 
   “Cool, can’t complain about any of that I guess.  Well, I am going to hit the showers and get some rest.  Try to get some inspiration on what we need to do next and all of that.  Thanks again, I needed that work out Sky, I would love to do it every day if we can.”  Cole walked up and rested his hand on her shoulder.  “You are one of a kind there doctor.”  He gave her shoulder a squeeze and turned to walk out of the gym.  He grabbed at his right shoulder, squeezing gently and rotating his arm around trying to relieve the aching pressure in his joint.  Man she was good, he never realized he stood no chance against her until the second time she had him flat on his back on the floor.  He got to his quarters and went inside.  He deactivated the bonding agent of his human made second skin and tossed it onto his bed.  He looked around his room.  He hadn’t cleaned it up since he had been raging around in here earlier.  He shrugged and decided to clean it later.  He stepped over to the shower stall and dialed it up to almost max heat and stepped in.  The showers on board, he had found, could clean in two different ways.  The first, and one Cole liked, was the standard water shower with a button to add soap to the mix.  The second would be good for quick clean ups.  It was some sort of disinfectant spray and UV light combo that left him clean but unsatisfied.  He had tried it once, but preferred the tried and true method.  Plus the heat helped him relax his muscles.  He closed his eyes and put his head in the water stream letting it soak him completely.  At that point, for the second time today, Sky startled him and this time made him shout a little as she slid into the shower behind him.  He turned to ask her what she was doing, but didn’t get a chance as she covered his mouth with hers.  Yes, she definitely had fun and interesting ways to help him relieve stress.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   26
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “It seems that no matter what race or where in the galaxy they come from, women tend to complicate things.  Not that I mind too much, but it can now be stated as a universal truth.  I wasn’t ready to deal with my own issues yet and Sky goes and throws me this giant curve ball.  I didn’t help matters by going along with her.  I guess I could have kicked her out of the shower, but that in itself would have created different problems.  As you can probably tell I have little to zero experience with females of any species. It is something else I will have to muddle my way through.  Don’t get me wrong I have feelings for Sky I just don’t know what they mean yet.  Hell I’m only nineteen and possibly the last man…umm anywhere.  Now, after doing what we just did I have to focus on our next step and try not to get distracted.  Yeah a nineteen year old not letting himself get distracted by a hot chick.  That’s gonna happen.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Cole was awake and staring at his ceiling with Sky laying half on him, arm thrown over his chest.  She was sound asleep and he was wide awake.  He was gently stroking her hair and thinking about the future.  He was rapidly coming to a decision about a few things.  He was stuck on Sky though.  They hadn’t said anything to each other since they had been at the gym.  She had just come in and took control over him.  It had been very nice, hell it had been the best he had ever had.  But he had enough complicated things in his life at the moment and this was a big one.  Other than Hal, Sky was the only person he knew in the galaxy and he was going to be relying on her knowledge of said galaxy very heavily over the foreseeable future.  Was he in love with Sky or was it just lust?  He didn’t know and he didn’t know what it meant for her.  Well he was going to have to shelve this train of thought for a later date.  He needed to focus on a plan for the rest of his life.  He had almost come to a decision on that one.  He never wanted to see that goddamn Sun Eater ship destroy another planet again.  If the Esii, or whatever they were called, found out he was still alive and had Sky helping him, her planet could be next.  It was up to him to stop them and remove the threat of the Sun Eater from the galaxy.  The problem was he didn’t think they could do it alone.  Even if the chick from the station wanted to help, Hal had said a minimum of ten people jacked into the ship were needed to maximize attack and defense.  With no humans to draw from and an AI that was very leery about letting non humans receive implants to allow bonding with the ship’s systems, he was stuck on where to get help.  Now to top it off, his arm was going to sleep under Sky.  He tried to shift around a bit to allow blood back into his trapped arm.  Sky shifted with him and snuggled closer to his body, which distracted him even more.  He slowed his breathing and tried to focus his mind.  Sky shifted again.  Oh god damn, now even his body was turning against him.  Baseball, think about baseball.  Oh well, if you can’t beat em, so to speak, join em.  It was his turn to surprise Sky.
 
   Other than having a better time the second time around, all it achieved was them both being awake and staring at the ceiling.
 
   “What’s on your mind, Cole?  Well, other than you obviously were thinking about me.”  She said as she rolled over onto his chest and laid her head on his shoulder.
 
   “Ha-ha you started this remember.  I was making plans or trying to anyway.  But it all comes down to one problem.  Whatever we are going to do will require us getting more crew.  The first course I would like to pursue is trying to locate your family.  Hal brought over all the data and personal files from the other ship, we could get him to comb through it to find a clue to start us in the right direction.  The second thing we will do is take out that damn Esii Sun Eater.  If anyone is going to help us, it will only be after that threat is eliminated.  But we need bodies to do it.  Even this small ship needs ten persons bonded to the systems to be an effective fighter.  I just have to convince Hal to let more nonhumans be implanted and bonded.  As for that, we have to find a group willing to risk siding with us against the Esii and whoever else is allied with them.  All I know about the galaxy is Jack and Shit, and Jack left town.”
 
   “Sir, I have started running a search on the location of Dr. Sky’s family.  It should only take a moment to find the information if there is any.”  Came Hal’s unexpected voice over the intercom.
 
   “Oh my god!  Hal have you been here the whole time?”  Cole sat up without warning, dumping Sky off the side of the bed.  “Man, sorry, Hal just startled me.”  He reached down to help Sky back under the covers.
 
   “I assure you my interest in human coupling techniques is purely academic.  I never had the chance to study humanity after I was created and am looking forward to documenting human behavioral patterns.  I am compiling an extensive file on yourself and how you act and react to stimuli and outside influence.”
 
   “What do you mean documenting?  Did you film all of that Hal?”  A red flush was creeping up Coles face.  Sky started to giggle and tickled him under the covers.  “Well, I don’t know about your planet but on mine someone who videos people doing it, without prior consent, is a criminal.”
 
   “If you are offended Sir I will delete the visual record and just leave my own observations and critiques.”  Cole could almost swear he was hearing sarcasm in Hal’s voice.
 
   “Oh you’re a critic too, are you?  You think this is funny as well?  Alright, new rule as of now.  When I am in here you, Hal, are to stay out unless it is an emergency or I call for you.  No more peeping at me.  In fact all crew quarters are off limits to you unless invited in by the occupants or they are vacant.  I grew up in a country where the right to privacy was upheld by the laws of our nation and I enjoy my privacy still.  Now go find the information on Sky’s family and have it ready for us to go over at breakfast.”  He looked over at Sky.  “And you are just as bad.  That didn’t bother you at all?”
 
   “My people are very open about ourselves and our sexuality and I knew he was exaggerating because he knew you were uncomfortable.  He had you in a corner and knew it, I just helped a little.  Now, as far as the other things, I will think on them and see if I can come up with anything that could help us out.  She leaned into him and kissed him.  “Thank you for remembering my family.”  They both lay back down.  Finally Cole closed his eyes and found the sleep he needed, Sky did too.
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   “I had never wanted to be an officer while I was in the Army.  I preferred to be a follower not a leader.  Someone else came up with the plans, I just helped execute them.  Now I have no choice.  Not only that, but I have no clue about how to fight what’s basically a naval battle in space.  The distances are massive, the battle field is a 360 degree sphere and the vacuum of space is always trying to get in.  Will it be like Star Wars and all close in ship to ship fighting, or would we be so far away we would never actually see each other?  Or some combination of both or either.  If I can survive the first few battles, I can learn from mistakes and better prepare for the next one.  If I can survive.  I have an edge with the Retribution, but will it be enough?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The shrilling alarm broke through the haze of Cole’s sleep.  He was instantly awake and reaching for his suit.  “Hal what’s going on?”  Cole danced from one leg to the other putting his suit on.  Slightly slower but also fully awake, Sky was sitting and pulling her suit on as quickly as she could.
 
   “I believe we stayed in system for too long Cole, we just picked up four ships coming within range of our sensors.  They appear to be Esii Spider fighters.”  Hal responded.  “I would advise getting to the bridge ASAP.”
 
   “On our way, bring systems online and get weapons and defenses primed.”  Cole silently cursed himself.  He had made a rookie mistake.  He had stayed in a system that had been attacked and his people exterminated.  The Esii was bound to leave sensors or satellites or something to report any activity in system, or just have random patrols out looking for us.  This confirmed that they had to know at least one human had survived and depending on how much information they had gotten from the Admirals files, that the human would have access to an ancient ship.  Damn, he was a fool.  He had let the whole situation get away from him and he didn’t like it.  He hit the door to his cabin at a run and sprinted down the hall.  He could feel Sky close behind him.  He skipped the lift and took the stairs three at a time.  The door to the bridge barely opened in time to admit him.  “Kill the Siren Hal, there is no need for it anymore.”
 
   “This is a ship Cole, it’s called a klaxon, not a Siren,” Hal responded.  Cole had seen way too many Sci-Fi movies, he had expected the bridge to be darker and filled with flashing lights.  It looked exactly the same as before, brightly lit and no lights blinking or flashing.  He vaulted into the Captain’s chair and gripped the arm rests.  His thoughts were instantly flooded with information.  He started to organize the information into a 3D grid.  In moments the area in front of him was filled with the moon, debris from Earth and four flashing lights representing the Esii ships.  He started to access the ships information on Esii Spider Fighters.  He only got basic information on them.  Small two man fighters designed for ship to ship and defensive screening.   Main weapon is magnetic rail gun that shoots titanium rounds at near light speed.  Secondary weapons could either be long or short range missiles, carrying payloads in the megatons.  Capable of high speed maneuvering, with grav drives and collectors allowing interstellar flight.  Cole ran the numbers on a stand up fight with them.  Close, if he could knock some out fast and keep the rest from engaging him all at the same time, they had a chance.
 
   Cole powered the ship down and engaged his stealth package.  “What is our plan here Cole, are we gonna wait them out?”  Asked Hal through the link.  Talking while linked was fast as thought.
 
    
 
   “Not quite, if they don’t change course, I plot them as passing within a thousand miles of our position.  If they stay on course, that will put them, roughly to our front.  We wait powered down until they hit the closest point to us which should just put them facing away.  Then we come to full power and light them up from the rear.  I think we can get two of the four before they really know what’s happening.   We should get a decent lock on all four of them but I’m only counting on taking out two.  The other two, if they are smart, will split and circle getting one of them behind us no matter what we do.  Our armor should stand up to any one ships attack, leaving us to focus on taking out the other one.  Then we can turn and deal with the last one at our leisure.”
 
   “I don’t like it Cole, but I will aid however I can.”  Said Hal.
 
   “I have gotten pretty good at the defensive measures.  I can handle counter measures and defensive fire if you want me to Cole?”  Asked Sky.
 
   “Perfect, you do that Sky.  Hal, I want you on sensors and giving me and Sky any information you can on their movement and attacks.  I don’t want to be surprised by these bastards and I want you on damage control too.”  The conversation lasted only milliseconds and then Cole was powering down the ship to the maximum levels the stealth package could hide.  Cole used the maneuvering thrusters to adjust his direction to be lined up for an optimal attack vector.  “Visual targeting only at first, nothing that will give us away.  Paint them with the laser as they go past.  Feed data from it into targeting and we will try getting all of them at once.” Cole’s attention was locked on the range finder.  In less than two minutes they would be in range of his missiles.  He watched the counter slowly count down.  They hit the point of closest proximity right on schedule.  Cole saw four lasers reach out and paint the spider fighters and achieve a solid lock.  With a thought he launched four of his missiles.  They would take only four seconds to reach their targets.  As soon as the birds were away, Cole slammed all power back into his systems.  He shut down the stealth and hit the fighters with every sensor suite he had, trusting to Hal to read and interpret them into useable information.
 
   To Cole’s mind the missiles took forever to reach their targets.  When they did they lit the night sky with four brilliant blasts.  Hal quickly sorted out the information he was receiving.  One totally destroyed, one limping and two turning and burning away from each other.  Cole designated the one on the right as the primary and hit the left one with a defensive target lock icon for Sky to track.  The computer file had said they were fast and capable of some hairpin turns, Cole hadn’t really understood exactly what that meant.  The two remaining fighters seemed to go from heading away to a 90 degree turn and burn in the blink of an eye.  Cole had the advantage though.  His ship did actually respond as fast as thought and he had the Retribution alter her course to chase down his designated target.  It was heading toward the nearest debris field as fast as it could.  Cole was still in range for his missiles but he wanted to conserve the finite munitions for now so he switched over to his main plasma cannon.  He needed to get a little closer to be in the maximum effective range of his cannon so he started to cram as much power into the maneuvering engines as possible.  It was going to be close.  The fighter would hit the edge of the debris field just as he came in range of Cole’s cannon.  His first shots had to count.  The plasma would travel at near the speed of light so if he got a clean shot off it would be over for that fighter.  He watched the numbers count down.  “Sky, the second ship is on our six o’clock and is in range to fire.”  He heard Hal updating Sky.  He felt Sky access the defensive programs and start running an anti lock program.  The program basically read the enemy targeting lock system and sent back an overload of signals prohibiting the system from making an actual lock, forcing the pilot to rely on visual targeting only.
 
   Cole shoved those thoughts from his mind, trusting Hal and Sky to handle the Spider behind them.  His range finder finally pinged green and he let lose a string of plasma at maximum range.  At the same moment he registered his rear hull plates taking a beating from the fighter behind them.  He was using his forward rail guns to try and batter Retribution.  The distraction cost Cole.  He refocused on his target and suddenly realized he had missed and lost the fighter in the field.  He snarled and pulled the ship up in the tightest turn he could, catching the rear fighter by surprise.  He let loose with his cannon and watched the fighter turn into particles of dust.  He took two missile hits on his right side.  Sky had gotten six of the eight missiles the last ship had fired on him, but two had slipped through at the close range.  The rail gun rounds had felt like tiny jabs to his body while the missiles felt like round house punches.  He vaguely heard Hal rattling off a damage report.  Cole ignored him and turned a hard right trying to find the last fighter.  “Hal I need some help here, where did he go?”  Cole almost shouted.  Hal brought up the scanning systems and put them full front.  Cole never stopped, he kept pushing forward in the direction the hits had come from.  There off to his nine o’clock, the scanners were picking up an energy source behind a large asteroid.  Cole turned Retribution more to his right so he could swing around, wide of the giant floating rock the Esii was hiding behind.  As he turned back to the left he caught sight of the ship, at what looked like the same time it saw him.
 
   The fighter took off like a shot.  Going perpendicular to Cole’s line of travel.  But he was too late, Cole had a solid lock on him now and turned to match his course.  His targeting reticule turned green and Cole released a steady stream of the billion degree hot plasma.  The last ship disappeared in a blossoming explosion.  Cole did a quick check on his systems and damage control.  The rail gun had done nothing more than scratch up the hull plating, the missiles on the other hand had actually managed to put a rather large dent in two side hull plates.  Nothing major, but it had rattled the ship around a bit.  “Hal, am I wrong or did we just kick their asses?  Get some repair drones on that side hull plating and make sure that’s the only damage.  Again, good job you two.”  Cole severed his bond to the ship and slammed back into his body.  He was tired, more tired than he should have been and his side actually hurt a little from the missile hits.  He stood and stretched turning to face Sky.  “I’m sorry Cole, those two got by me.”
 
   “No worries, pretty good for our first time and anyway if I hadn’t gotten distracted by that rail gun fire I could have gotten him.  He never would have shot us.  So lesson learned for us both I guess.  Now Hal, let’s get over to our disabled friend at the ambush site and see if he feels like talking to us.”
 
   “Already on it Sir, and congratulations on a successful first engagement.”  Came the response.
 
   Cole stretched his sore muscles some more as the windows opened to give him a good view of space to his front.  Sky stood and said, “I am going to go to the med bay and check to make sure our patient wasn’t bothered too much by your flying antics and the bouncing around by the Esii attacks.”  She gracefully, as always, walked out of the bridge.  Cole watched her go then turned back to the viewers.
 
   “Repair drones are currently working on the damaged hull plates, estimated time to completion is thirty minutes, no other damage to ship to report Sir.  Coming up on the disabled ship momentarily.”
 
   As they cleared the local debris field and started to close on the disabled ship, Cole grew tense.  He may get a lead here as to where the Esii keep the Sun Eater ship if he can get these fighter pilots to talk.  “When we get within tractor range Hal, go ahead and lock it up and get ready to pull it into boarding range.”  Just as he finished giving Hal his orders a sudden and very bright detonation lit up the forward area of space.  “What the hell just happened?”
 
   “Initial readings are saying that the ship was trying to control a buildup of energy from its grav collectors.  Not from damage but was setting a trap for us.  It looks like the damage it suffered was too severe and the collectors went critical before we got there.  Sorry Cole, but maybe it was for the better, you haven’t met an Esii yet.  You probably never want to meet one up close.  Even if he is a prisoner.”
 
   “Damn it.”  Cole swore for a few moments as he watched what was left of the two ships spread out to join the rest of the debris field.  “Can we track where they came in from?  Retrace their steps at all?”
 
   “We will need to head over to where they jumped in system to see if we can find their signatures, but it is likely we can.”
 
    
 
   “Good, do it then.  I want to know where those bastards came from.”
 
   Cole settled back into his chair and let Hal guide them through the remains of Earth and out the other side.  Sky came back on the bridge and reported no change in the girl’s status and that she would never have known a battle took place.  Apparently the med bay has some automatic functions that it employs to protect patients during a battle.  Sky must have felt the tension building on the bridge because beside the quick report on the patient, she just settled into her chair and stayed quiet.
 
   After about forty minutes of silence Hal came over the comm with some bad news.  “The amount of energy used by the Esii Sun Eater and the way it uses it, has made the system lousy with radiation which jumbles up drive signatures.  I am sorry Cole I can’t backtrack the fighters to their point of origin.”
 
   “Damn it.”  Cole swore again.  He reached down and linked with the ship, plotted a quick course back to the hidden dry dock facility and engaged the grav engines.  His body felt all pulled apart again then slammed back together.  He had a slightly nauseous feeling for a moment then checked to make sure they were in the right place.  “Hal, I want a resupply of missiles and counter missiles and anything else we need as fast as you can. Don’t bother me for at least eight hours, I need some sleep.”  He glanced at Sky.  “By myself.”  Then he stormed off the bridge back to his cabin.
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   It took Cole a few moments to realize that he had actually fallen asleep and he was dreaming.
 
   “Good job out there today Cole, I took some small pleasure in the Esii defeat at your hands.   I am dreadfully sorry about what happened to your world.”
 
   Cole looked at his ancestor sitting across his desk from him.  He was in his cabin aboard the Retribution sitting behind his desk.  “Yeah, bummer I know.  Of course it is ultimately your peoples fault that my people are dead now. You do realize that right?”  Cole asked.
 
   “I do.”  Was all he said.
 
   “Well, now that we have that settled, to what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?”
 
   “I wish to offer my condolences and congratulations.  Now that I have done both I am here with some advice that you will remember upon waking.  Our people, your people too, had many allies and these allies should rally to your cause.  Even though Retribution’s AI will protest against allowing them access, it can be done.  Much like Sky has limited access to the ship’s systems, the allied races are all backups to human extinction.  They all have their uses.  The Nixa are the defenders and can link to the defense systems, the Twin Worlders are the attackers and can link to the weapons and drone fighters.  Those are the most important of the races we chose to bear our inheritance.  There are others but they hold minor roles onboard the ships.”
 
   “That’s great and all but what happens when the Esii and whoever is backing them show up to Nixa or the Twin Worlds and destroy them with the Sun Eater?  We have to destroy that thing before I would expect any support from those or any world.”  Cole was thoughtful.  “I will go to those worlds when they are safe from retaliation on that scale, right now I need a way to get crew that won’t jeopardize their home worlds.”
 
   “The burden of command is a heavy one but you are my descendant and are more than capable of making the right decisions.  I have faith in you and so does your Doctor Sky.  You will figure this out in time and will do all the things you set out to do.  You have to, or our work in this galaxy will be for nothing.”  Sadness filled his voice at the end.  “Daily you are growing in your power.  You are getting stronger and faster.  You are becoming more intelligent and logical but you are also able to temper logic with emotion and that will be what serves you best. Explore your new body and mind.  Learn its capabilities and use them to your advantage.  I have faith in you because you are the sum of what we prepared humanity for and you will triumph where we failed.  Now get some rest and prepare to move forward.”  With that he was gone and Cole drifted into a deeper sleep.
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   “I blame myself for the failures of that fight.  I was distracted and that put Sky in a bad position.  I stayed in system for too long and that gave them the opportunity to track us.  I put us in mortal jeopardy twice in one day.  But we lived and I learned.  I got a little Retribution of my own.  We need to figure out how to crew these ships.  We need to find the AI’s that were supposed to be the brains of these ships, and we need a target for these ships.  I believe the Esii are just a front for whoever dislikes humans.  I can’t wait to meet them with a fully staffed fleet.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   When Cole awoke the next day he felt well rested and ready for action.  He stripped out of his suit and took a good, long shower then sat down to program some eggs and bacon into the food dispenser.  He got almost what he wanted and chowed down.  Sitting wrapped in a towel, he accessed the second skin dispenser and found he could alter his suit to almost any style to fit his needs.  He spent a good hour doing so.  After dressing in his new clothes he rang up Sky on the com and asked her to meet him at the armory.  He looked in the mirror and adjusted his new duds.  Now that is what he thought a space Captain should look like.  He turned and headed out the door and down the hallway to the armory.
 
   Cole got there a few minutes before Sky and started looking through the arsenal.  The weapons locker had everything from small hold out pistols to what appeared to be the biggest sniper rifle he had ever seen.  If there was one thing Cole knew, it was guns.  He had always loved them and tried to learn as much as possible about them.  He had never had too many opportunities growing up to use them but that had changed in the army.  Before he had shown up for basic training, he knew almost everything there was to know about the M4 rifle, M249 SAW and the 240G machine gun.  It was the one thing he was better at than everyone else in his class.  He knew the parts, tricks to cleaning them and most importantly, how to accurately shoot them.  Even though he had never actually fired them prior to joining the army, he had devoured everything he could about the army’s weapons and arms manuals.  He definitely knew guns.  The armory was his dream come true.  He stared at the ranged weapons for a while before moving further in and coming upon the melee weapons.  They ranged from small easily concealed daggers, knives, and clubs, all the way up to an actual sword.  He moved past the melee to the explosives.  Some of it looked like the C4 he had gotten to mess around with but most of it was unidentifiable so he left it alone.  He walked back to the guns and selected a few pistols and rifles and placed them in a carry bag, along with what he assumed, was the ammunition or battery packs.  “Hey Hal, where would I go to shoot some rounds off?  Oh and a manual or anything to explain how to operate these things.”
 
   “I can give you a shake down on operating all those weapons, head down to the cargo bay.  I can modulate the outer shield to allow your rounds to exit the ship while keeping the atmosphere inside.  You can fire at holograms the ship will project outside for you.  As long as you don’t shoot up the inside of the cargo bay, it should be safe.”  Was his response.
 
   The door to the hallway opened up and Sky stood silhouetted in it.  “Hey grab a gun if you want, we’ll go talk in the cargo bay and get in some target practice.”  He nodded his head at the weapon locker.  “Or just come and watch me shoot while we talk.”
 
    
 
   Sky opted out of taking a gun saying she would try one Cole had grabbed, but she did grab some more ammo packs.  They headed off to the rear cargo bay.  It looked different now that the remains of the space station were no longer crowding the room.  Cole stood blocking the doorway for a moment before heading in.  He walked over to a bench on the side of the room and started unpacking the guns he had grabbed.  He neatly stacked them on the bench and stacked the ammo on the floor.  “Okay Hal, pop the hatch.”  He grabbed the first gun of the morning, a large pistol.  He figured it would be comparable in size to a Desert Eagle 50 caliber.  He guided Sky over to the center of the bay as the big outer door slid open.
 
   “So I have a few questions I was hoping you two could answer for me.  First, what did you find on Sky’s family?”  He stood and faced the great emptiness of space in front of him.
 
   “Bad news on that I am afraid, all the information I took from the Admiral’s ship had your family being on the sector capitol when it was destroyed by the Esii and Roche.  I am sorry Sky, profoundly.”  The last was almost a whisper.
 
   Cole turned to face Sky expecting to see her near tears, he was surprised.  She had a fierce look on her face and was holding a compact looking rifle.  It reminded Cole of an Uzi.  Sky let loose with a barrage of rounds.  There was nothing to aim at, yet, but Cole could sense her need for violence.  It took her nearly a minute to expend the ammunition in the gun’s grip.  It appeared to be a mini rail gun.  It fired a solid round, but used magnets to get the rounds up to near the speed of light.  With no chemical propellant the damn thing could hold a hell of a lot of rounds and burn through them fast.  “Nice one, but I won’t believe they are truly gone until we have definitive proof of their demise.”  She said looking no less fierce than before.
 
   “That a girl, never give up hope.  Now tell me about this sweet little pistol, Hal.”  Cole said as he turned back to the impromptu firing range.
 
   “That is what the Pure Humans called the Fission 2B.  It is a small plasma pistol capable of firing 50 rounds of charged plasma.  It burns at nearly one million degrees for approximately twenty-five meters then rapidly cools.  Maximum effective range is not much over sixty meters.  It uses a battery pack that contains a small fission cell that has power settings of fifty rounds on the highest setting and ten rounds on the lowest.  It is good in close range fights in the open, but can really heat up the atmosphere inside a ship.”  Hal finished his lecture and brought up a silhouette that was vaguely humanoid shaped.  Cole set the power to the lowest setting and started firing off some rounds.  He liked it almost at once.  It was lighter than it looked and had zero recoil.  The battery pack came out easy and could be recharged indefinitely.  He would have to find a holster for it.
 
   “Nice, so here is my plan.  The Esii will pay for what they did to my world.  It will begin with the destruction of that damn ship that blew up Earth.  We need to destroy it first and foremost because its destruction will allow other races to join us and not have to worry about it showing up to their home worlds.  The catch 22 is we need more people to man these ships but we can’t count on their help until the Sun Eater is destroyed.  So where do we find willing crew members?  That is the first problem to solve.  The second is finding out where they keep it when it’s not out destroying planets.”  Cole was thoughtful for a moment.  “So we need a crew and a destination.  Any ideas from you two?”
 
   Almost as one, they both replied.  “The Pitt.”
 
   “The Pitt? Doesn’t sound so hot.”
 
   Sky looked at the nearest speaker.  “Do you want to tell him or should I?”
 
   “Go ahead Doctor, the pleasure is all yours.”
 
   “Thanks.”  She said.  Sky took a moment to dredge up everything she had ever heard about the Pitt.  “I have never been there before but I have heard that if you want something, the place to get it is the Pitt.  It started as a refugee encampment built on a moon.  It fills the inside of one of the moons craters.  Hence the name Pitt.  It is a destitute and deplorable place.”
 
    
 
   Cole interrupted.  “A wretched hive of scum and villainy?”  He supplied.
 
   Sky looked at him for a moment and nodded her head.  “Yes, that describes it perfectly how did you know about it?”
 
   “Didn’t, but have heard of places like it before.  Please go on.”
 
   “Well, like I was saying, it started as a refugee colony but got turned into a place with no laws and anything can be had for the right price.  But it also has its bright spots.  Some worlds have embassies there and people who try to fight the depravities that go on.  It is also a storehouse of information.  We may be able to buy the location of the Sun Eater from someone there.  There are beings from every planet there as well, so you should blend in a little better.”  She shrugged as she finished.
 
   Hal spoke up at that point.  “It is considerably worse than that.  Life means little there and if you are considered weak they will try to either enslave or kill you.  You must watch your back at all times and never allow yourself to travel unarmed.  It is a place rife with murderers, slavers, thieves and the generally unsavory.”
 
   “Been there before Hal?” Cole asked.
 
   “Yes, as a matter of fact, I was there long enough to be sold to Admiral Nasser.  I did not like what I was witness to there and would prefer not to go back.  But I agree it may be the best place to start looking for a crew and information.”
 
   Cole walked over and grabbed a rifle off the bench.  “Well, I guess we have our next destination in line.  Unless there are any other suggestions?  No.  Okay, give us a few hours to familiarize ourselves with these weapons.  Then we can head out.”  Cole walked back to the center of the room.  “What’s this one Hal and how do I use it?”
 
   For the next few hours the cargo bay grew with the stench of discharged weapons.  It was a smell that Cole loved.  It wasn’t quite as intoxicating as gunpowder but it was close.  He missed this smell.
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   “I always loved guns.  The gun was the great equalizer.  If you could point it and pull the trigger, you had as much power as the next guy no matter how big or small you were.  It was fairly easy to learn and in America they were plentiful and relatively cheap.  I loved the feeling of walking with a gun or rifle.  It made me feel safe.  Strange I know since I was in the business of war.  If I was using my rifle there was probably someone else trying to use his to kill me.  But I figured we had even odds and if I had to die, I would rather die fighting.  I feel the same way now. The only difference is these guns are cooler and way more deadly than anything I had used before.”
 
    
 
   Cole felt better than he had in a long time.  There was just something about putting rounds down range that relaxed him like nothing else.  They had burned through all of their ammo and were packing everything back into the carry all.  “So no comment on my new clothes?”  Cole said as he finished packing.
 
   “I was told never to criticize someone’s sense of style, so I figured I would keep my mouth shut.  The jacket looks old western era America and the rest is just fatigues.  Doesn’t really scream commander of a lost human fleet.”
 
   “Hey I always loved dusters, and fatigues are just way too comfortable and handy.  I thought I looked tough.  Kinda outlaw Captain or something.”
 
   “I am just teasing you Cole, it’s very dashing but also very conspicuous.  Not many beings have the cash for Second Skin Suits, let alone outerwear made out of the stuff too.  Where we are going it will mark you as someone with money to rob, kill or kidnap.  It will draw attention to us at any rate.”
 
   “I am done hiding and running around.  I am looking for a nice stand up fight if one comes at us.  Plus this stuff layered works better than a single layer of Skin.  It will take a hell of a lot of firepower to destroy these clothes and the duster provides ample carrying capacity for weapons.  So I’ll take the notoriety if it comes, and be ready to kick some ass if needed,” he said as he slung the carry all over his shoulder.  “Let's hit the gym for an hour or so of you kicking my butt.  Then have some lunch.”  Sky lead the way out of the cargo bay and down the hall back to the armory.  They replaced the guns and set the battery packs into their chargers.  The best thing about these weapons was the advanced tech didn’t really require them to be cleaned, and anyway, the armory had its own nanites to handle any detail work or repairs.  In short order they were at the gym and Cole was removing his duster and hanging it on the wall.  He did a little better this time and learned some more of the basics of Sky’s fighting style.  She said it had no name so Cole just thought of it that way.  After an hour of bruising agony had passed they stopped and headed back to Cole’s cabin for breakfast.  Sky detoured for a few minutes in the med bay to check on the patient.
 
   “How is she doing?”  Cole asked as Sky entered his cabin.  She stopped at the food dispenser and ordered up her food.  She joined Cole at the table and began to eat.  “Same, her injuries are healing as fast as I can get them to without the nanites help, I plan on taking her off the sedatives and waking her up in three days.  By then the healing should be in the final stages and the majority of pain should be gone.”
 
   “I know you don’t agree with withholding the nanites, but thank you for doing the best you can with what you have.  It really means a lot to me.  So three more days and we get to find out who she is and if she wants to join our little crew.”  Cole finished off his plate of eggs and bacon.  He pushed the plate away and leaned back in his chair.  He almost had the flavor right with the bacon this time.  “I have been looking at the information on the computer about our enemies and have some observations I would like to run by you.”
 
   “Go ahead, I would love to hear them,” she said around a mouthful of something Cole didn’t like to look at too closely.
 
   “I started with the Esii and Roche.  Something seemed very familiar about them and I couldn’t place it for a while then it hit me.  I think the Pure Humans may have implanted a natural fear of both those races into my ancestors along with their DNA.  The Esii reminded me of a legendary monster on Earth called a Vampire.  They are creatures of the night and live almost completely underground.  They don’t eat to gain sustenance but rather indirectly feed off the life energy of other sentient beings.  From the images I have seen of them, they very much resemble vampires of Earth.  Generally tall, fair of complexion, cadaverous and are negatively affected by any sun light brighter than the white dwarf their planet orbits.  Earth vampires share many of their features and were reported to be allergic to the sun.  The Roche are, as close as I can tell, analogous to a creature of Earth lore called a goblin.  Greenish blotchy skin, bulbous heads, surprising strength and very numerous.  Also very aggressive and warlike.  I wouldn’t be surprised if the rest of The Pure Human’s enemies were very much like old Earth lore about monsters.  I can’t think of why they would preprogram us to be afraid of them.”
 
   “I would hazard that they wanted you to be aware of them so as not to be surprised if you ran into them amongst the stars.  It’s handy to know your enemies before you actually know they are your enemy.  That makes the most sense to me.  Are there any other creatures of myth you can think of, I may be able to recognize them by your description?”  She said as she placed her plate into the return receptacle.
 
   Cole spent the next hour or so racking his brain trying to remember every monster story he had heard over his life.  None matched any living beings that Sky had heard of, but admitted that the galaxy had changed so much since the time of the Purge, that races could have gone extinct or gotten cut off from the galaxy as a whole.  “It was worth a shot.  Now we have to get ready to head out to the Pitt.  I have some things I want to do here in system before we leave.  I am planning on taking until tomorrow morning to get what I need done so you have some time to yourself, or you can come with me if you want.  It won’t be exciting, just a lot of me bonding with the docks and yards.  Going to see what else they can do besides build the big ships and the Retribution class ships.  I also need to reset the security system protecting the facility.”
 
   “I think I will stay here in case my patient needs me if it’s all the same to you.  Take a nap too,” she said behind a big yawn.
 
   “Okay then we head out first thing tomorrow morning.  See you then.”  Cole got up and proceeded to head to the docking tube.  “Hal please call up a transport from the docks and bring it to the right side docking tube.”  He made a quick stop at the armory to grab a pistol, he didn’t think he would need it but better safe than sorry.  He hadn’t actually lied to Sky, he was going to do all those things he had said, but he wanted to do some other things as well, that he wanted no one to know about.  He should have done it the first time, before running off to Earth.  Just another rookie mistake he guessed.  He hoped he could only get better from here on out.
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   “It still blows my mind to try and understand just how far advanced our ancestors were and their ability to plan for contingencies thousands of years in the future.  They bred the fear of the Esii into us in the form of vampires.  Now whether or not it takes a wooden stake through the heart to kill one, I don’t know, but according to everything on the ships database they are extremely difficult to kill and almost supernaturally fast.  Thinking about it now it was a very ingenious way for them to go about making the Esii recognizable as a natural human enemy.  Let humanity fear them for thousands of years before they even actually meet.  Too bad we met before we were ready for it.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Cole was good to his word and was back onboard by the next morning.  He had come back in a smaller transport craft that was rated as reentry and atmospheric capable.  As an added bonus, it fit neatly into the side cargo bay.  He had done all that he could think of to keep the site safe and out of enemy hands until he returned.  He hoped it was enough.  He was going to keep some of what he had done a secret, just in case Sky got captured at some point so she couldn’t reveal anything.  He had already let Hal know what he was doing though, in case he didn’t make it back, so someone could tell Sky how to get back in here safely.  Cole post flight checked the transport and locked it down.  Wearily he headed up the hall to his cabin.  Hal said Sky was still asleep in her room, so he shucked off his clothes and lay down to take a brief nap before heading to the bridge to start the journey to The Pitt.   He only meant to doze for a few minutes but he was more tired than he thought and ended up being out for three hours before Hal finally woke him.  He got up and went over to the mirror to take a long look at himself.
 
   This was it, the beginning of his quest to exact revenge on those who had killed his people not once, but twice.  He looked at himself and thought, am I ready?  Hell, he was as ready as anyone could be, about to take on a mortal and ancient enemy with only a MD, an unconscious women and an AI that had ideas of its own.  He cracked a grin at himself, grabbed his duster, and headed to the bridge stopping by Sky’s room on the way.  He knocked on her door and when she answered she was wearing the same outfit as him, fatigues over Second Skin and finished off with a shorter version of his duster.  “Nice duds.”  Cole said.  “Let’s go start this war.”
 
   “Yes Captain, I am with you one hundred percent.”  She gave him a little salute.  Shoulder to shoulder they walked towards the bridge and to destiny.
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   “I don’t know if I will ever get used to FTL and Grav travel.  The feeling when that drive engages and hurtles your ship through space and time faster than light can travel is very disconcerting to say the least.  The best way I can describe it is to compare it to the teleporters from Star Trek.  You feel like you’re being broken down into your atomic parts then reassembled.  So far it has made me want to take a shower after every time we have made a jump.  I guess I can handle the feeling if it gets me from point A to B, faster than anyone else in the galaxy can go.  It gives me the willies just thinking about it.  So far the only travel we have done was relatively short from the docks to Earth and back again.  This next one is going to take us to the other side of the galaxy.  We are going to spend several hours in grav warped space.  Hal assures me that it will feel just as fast as the Earth trip and we shouldn’t notice anything different.  Well there is no way around it so I may as well try to ignore it as best I can.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Cole and Sky walked onto the bridge and took their respective seats.  Without connecting to the ship Cole brought up the star chart in front of him.  “Hal, show me The Pitt on the map and our current position please.”  Milliseconds later two bright dots blinked to life on the holoscreen in front of Cole.  He selected the dot that belonged to The Pitt.  It was a rogue moon.  At some point in its life span, the moon had broken orbit from its planet and solar system.  It now resided by itself just outside of a brilliantly beautiful nebula.  The nebula didn’t provide heat but it did reflect light onto the moon.  The moon itself was about half the size of Earth, but its core was solid iron and some other trace minerals so it had near Earth gravity.  It was within a light year of a populated system, a system that had gone through a civil war about two hundred years ago.  Some of the populace fled from the Major inhabited planet and set up, what was expected to be, a temporary colony while the two factions duked it out in the nearby system.  The war lasted about twenty-five years and the only habitable planet in the system was washed in radiation and chemicals that rendered the planet uninhabitable.  The ones who formed the colony ended up being the only survivors from the whole system of billions of beings.
 
   Most of them abandoned the colony to go looking for a new home world.  Some stayed to sell goods and services to the small trading community that had started up.  It turned out that the moons location was very close to a transfer spot between two other systems that had just signed some trade agreements, but didn’t have a direct route between the systems.  Apparently there were a cluster of black holes between the two and you could not make direct transit.  So with the advent of the colony the merchant fleet started making the course adjustments in the neighborhood of the colony moon.  Bringing with them merchant marines and all that entails.  With the influx of trading ships, it soon became a ripe target for less than lawful organizations.
 
   It became known as the place to buy anything from illegal substances to slaves.  It had the advantage of not having any laws and being far enough outside of other systems that no one really cared what happened there as long as the ships kept moving through.  These days, criminal bosses ran the show and petty crime was the norm.  But recently some of the more civilized elements of galactic society had begun setting up shop there, in order to curb some of the excesses, and to put a dent in some of the worst crimes.  It was those organizations that were trying to improve things on the Pitt that Sky wanted to get in contact with, because they had already proved their willingness to do the right thing when it was dangerous to do so.  Cole hoped she was right because this place made Detroit look like a paradise.  He stared at the information for a bit longer before shutting it down.
 
   “Everyone ready?”  He asked.  Both Sky and Hal signaled affirmative so he took a deep breath and made the link with Retribution.  He reveled in the feeling of oneness with the ship for a moment before locking in the coordinates to The Pitt.  He gave himself a few seconds to sever the connection with the ship before she jumped.  Retribution powered up and slipped into gravity created warped space, leaving Cole feeling like he was falling apart.  True to what Hal had said, it only felt like moments before he was put back together again.  Cole quickly reconnected to Retribution.  He did a quick scan of the surrounding space lanes.  They were here, well an hour of normal space travel to the moon.  Cole was going to keep the ship to normal speeds, trying to keep its secrets hidden for as long as possible.  He laid in the heading that would bring them to the moon and whatever it held for them.
 
   Thirty minutes out from The Pitt, they got the first attempt at outside communication any of them had had in a while.  It was some kind of air or space traffic control.  “Unknown ship, slow to standard planetary speeds and transmit docking information on this com frequency.  Since you are coming up as an unknown, we need all specs on your ship to include tonnage, weapons, defenses and personnel.  Then prepare for a full scan fly by.  Control out.”
 
   “I hope you have something for them Hal and it better not be the truth.  Hmm, can we send them false spec information and hide it from a close scan?”  Cole asked.
 
   “Already done Sir, and there is no way these idiots are going to get through my concealment routines.”  The last was said with disdain dripping from his voice.
 
   “Okay next question then, I am sure we are not going to park here for free or resupply without cash or credits or whatever you use for money here.  Any ideas on that?”
 
   “Taken care of too.  The Admiral was nice enough to access some of his accounts that were not connected to him or his organization in any way.  We have some credits to work with but it’s not infinite.  We should have more than enough to pay whatever docking and customs fees they will charge us and resupply our food and water systems.  I am transferring the information to this mini comp.  You can take it with you and use it to interface with whatever they have to make funds transfers.  Try not to spend it all now, we may need more credits later.”
 
   Two small computers, about the size of a smart phone, slid up out of the consoles in front of Sky and Cole.  They each grabbed one, and gave them the once over.  Cole looked at the linked accounts shown on the screen.  Just under fifty thousand credits was the grand total.  “I’m not up on the currency yet, is this a lot?”
 
   “Not a fortune by any means, but it will sustain us for a good while.”  Hal responded.
 
   “It would make for a very nice shopping trip,” Sky piped in.
 
   “Ha-ha, okay looks like the scan ship is inbound, everyone act natural.”  Cole had Hal bring up the 360 view ports so he could see everything around him.  There were dozens of ships floating in the void around them.  Some coming others going.  None of them looked the same.  Hal labeled each ship with the information their transponders were reporting.  Three quarters of them appeared to be merchantmen stopping for a layover or heading out from one. The rest appeared to be either private ships or working shuttles, like the kind currently coming to scan the Retribution.  He even noticed two fighter ships streaking off into the distance.  Cole’s attention was drawn back to the ship approaching their front.  It slowed and then stopped.  It looked like a large box with an engine on the back.  It was definitely designed to only do one job.  It was currently hesitating in the performance of that job.
 
   “Unknown ship please inform your Captain that we would like to speak to him.”  The call came from the boxy little scan ship to their front.
 
   “Hal, just go voice no picture from us.  Okay open a return channel.”  Cole was excited and nervous at the same time.  Thank God these suits whisked moisture from his actual skin or he would be soaked in sweat right now.  “Scan ship, this is the Retribution and I am the Captain.  Is there a problem here?”
 
   “No problem Captain, but your ship is not appearing in any of our known hull references and we need a make and world of origin before we can start the scan.”
 
   “Understood.  This is a Retribution class star ship with an unknown point of origin,” Cole responded.
 
   “Sorry Captain, I need more than that or you will be denied docking rights.”
 
   Cole thought for a moment then shrugged.  “Wait, I have something here, yes it looks like place of origin was Earth in the Sol system.  If you try to tell me you never heard of that either, I am going to start getting upset and find somewhere else to spend these credits.  Somewhere they ask a lot fewer questions.  I would recommend updating your informational systems if you can’t find this ship or its planet in your current references.”  Cole was hoping they would try to cover any perceived ignorance on their part and finish the scan.
 
   “There are lots of places I haven’t heard of, what’s one more.  Stay in your current position and prepare for hull scan.”  The small boxy ship started at the cockpit and moved along the upper hull towards the back then swung underneath and came forward.  It finally parked itself back in front of the cockpit and hailed Retribution again.  “Scan checks out with all your listed specs you are free to go after paying the docking fees and the unknown origin fees.  I am transmitting the totals to you now.”
 
   “Thank you very much.  Lemme know when I can proceed forward.  Retribution out.”  Cole looked at the two numbers that appeared on the screen.  The docking fee was higher than the second fee.
 
   “You do realize the second account is a personal account and he is expecting a bribe.”
 
   “Gee, really Hal, I never realized it.  I know, but it’s better to pay this guy off than stay here attracting attention and pissing off the local authorities.  Besides it’s not much and we can afford it.”  Cole selected the amount on his comp and paid the fee and the bribe.
 
   “Follow the beacon to pad forty-five.  It should be just the right size for your ship.  Enjoy your stay here at The Pitt.”  With that the little ship turned away and headed back to a small station off to their right.  Cole, with Hal’s help, found the landing beacon and headed out at what Hal said was a proper approach speed.  The moon slowly grew in size as they got closer.  Cole finally noticed the nebula off in the distance behind the moon.  He had only seen pictures of a nebula taken by the Hubble telescope.  It was even more mesmerizing than those pictures lead one to believe.
 
   “Pay attention Cole, if you crash us into that moon, I will make your last seconds very uncomfortable,” Sky said after being silent since they had left the docks.  “Look at the nebula later, land on the pad first.”
 
   “Yea yea sorry just never saw one this close before.”  Cole said as he peeled his eyes off the nebula.  The city was dead center of the moon and it gave the moon an eerie look.  The moon itself reminded Cole of an eye and the city was the black retina.  It was a little creepy to be honest.  Finally the moon filled up the forward view port and Cole had to fully concentrate on his landing.  This was his first one after all.  He finally found himself above the docking bay with the number 45 painted in giant black paint over the grey door.  He cut his thrust and engaged his repulser lifts, slowly drifting down into the rapidly opening bay.  Retribution would not be the only one docked here it seemed.  There were two other ships already on the ground.  Hal advised Cole to use the landing struts and not just leave it hovering since it was very rare for a ship to have parking repulsers.  They were considered a luxury that was usually only found on high end personal transports.  So Cole extended and locked into place the four landing struts on the underside of the ship.  He settled into his parking spot like a pro.  Not a bounce or shutter to be felt.  He was here and would finally be interacting with other beings.  Again he felt excited and nervous at the same time.
 
    
 
   “Alright Hal, obviously you hang out on board and keep the ship ready and safe while Sky and I head into town to see what we can see.  I assume there is some way for us to stay in constant contact with each other?”
 
   “Yes, I had the nanites modify the language interpreter device that you both have into two way radios.  Whenever you need to, just think about making a connection with myself or Sky, and vice versa for you Sky.  While I can reach you at anytime through the ships comm array, your broadcast range is severely limited by solid objects and distance from each other and me.  If you are having trouble reaching me, try getting to a higher elevation or out of buildings.  If you need me, I will try to fight the ship to you but I would prefer to not to have to do that on our first field trip.”
 
   “Gotcha Hal.”  Cole looked to Sky.  “Ready to go do some shopping?”
 
   She nodded affirmative and they both headed down to the external ramp.  They stopped at the top of the ramp and gave themselves the once over, checking weapons and ammo and attaching the small computers to the ends of the sleeves of their suits.  They looked at each other for a moment then Cole hit the button to drop the ramp down to the deck.  He stepped down onto the ramp and walked to the bottom.  They stepped off the ramp and into a small war.
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   “The US Army spent a lot of time and money to train me to be an infantrymen.  Sky spent a lot of effort on improving me.  At the moment we stepped off the ship and onto the ramp both of those facts became evident.  I reacted purely on instinct and reflex.  It scared me a bit to be honest.  It was like someone turned on a light.  One moment I was going about my business, the next I was switched on for battle.  My first thought was getting Sky out of the line of fire and safe on the ship.  Then, battlefield assessment and target acquisition.  In a fraction of a second I did all of those and more.  I still can’t believe that a human could move that fast.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   As they stepped off the ramp onto the dock Cole registered the motions and actions of those beings already on the ground.  His brain made the connection fast as thought and his body followed suit soon after.  Even before the first shot had been fired, Cole was turning and backpedaling, pushing Sky back up the ramp into the safety of the ship.  At this point he felt his adrenalin spike.  His heart hammered in his chest and time seemed to slow down.  He saw four beings, that looked like the Admirals merc teams, fan out on the base of the ramp of the ship to his immediate right.  They were all holding guns and going into a firing position.  The main door to the hanger was slowly opening and a dozen small fully suited up things were rushing in the docking bay.  They looked like dwarves in leather S&M suits.  The little guys started to fire on the Thrashodons.  There were no trails of light so Cole assumed they were using projectile rounds and not energy based weapons.  Cole hit the bottom of the ramp and went into a crouch using the sides of the ramp as cover.  If they were made of the same alloy as the ship’s hull they should offer ample protection from kinetic weapons like the ones being used.  Then the Thrashodons opened fire, they apparently did have some form of energy guns.  Cole watched as the little beings rushed through the door and dove for any cover they could find.  The little guy’s initial rush through the door only managed to take down one of the Thrashodons.  The other three Thrashodons made it behind the ramp, took cover and laid down a fair amount of suppressive fire.  The Thrashodons got three of the twelve right off the bat.
 
   Cole was content to wait it out here on the ramp as long as no one noticed him and started shooting.  He wasn’t so lucky.  The two closest midget aliens got behind a stack of crates to Coles front.  They rushed to get around the right side to support their friends when they saw Cole crouched on the ramp with his pistol out.  They immediately turned and fired.  Cole went red with rage.  Not a blind berserker rage, but a controlled rage of anger at these people drawing him into their conflict and endangering him and Sky.  Everyone looked to Cole like they were moving in slow motion.  He saw the little buggers start to aim and fire while the Thrashodons continued to defend their position at their ship.  He shifted his position slightly to his rear drew down on them and squeezed the trigger two times.  He had drawn his larger caliber chemical pistol and it banged with two loud reports.  He had fired so fast at the threat, that the shots blended together into one sound.  The little guy’s shots were impacting all around the ramp wall, that Cole was partially behind.  Both of Cole’s shots hit dead center in the middle of their heads.  They dropped to the ground instantly out of commission.
 
   Too late now, he was in this fight and he was going to keep Sky and the ship safe.  The shots he had fired had only taken a second or two and not much had changed off to Cole’s right.  He counted seven of the little guys still actively firing and three Thrashodons still hiding behind the ramp.  The scene in front of him looked like a slow motion gun fight from the movies.  He took aim at the furthest target from him and squeezed off a round.  He moved from the furthest to closest giving each of them one round.  The last one left shifted around behind some metal containers and ceased firing.  Cole put four rounds into the boxes.  The little alien’s dead body slumped out into view.
 
   Cole shifted back fully behind the ramps sides, waiting for the three aliens behind their ships ramp to make a move.  They made the wrong one.  They boiled out of either side of the ramp firing at Cole.  Of all the stupid things to do he thought, didn’t they just see what I did to the other guys?  He felt the metal of the ramp start to heat up from the repeated hits it was receiving from their guns.  Cole checked the ammo in his pistol.  He still had twenty rounds left, plenty.  He launched himself forward off the ramp into a controlled roll.  He hit the ground and rolled for all he was worth, coming to a stop behind the crates the first two aliens had been behind.  He popped out the far side and aimed from the hip as he tried to keep his momentum up and his feet moving.  He fired twice at the first one.  Two hits, one to the chest the other hit the middle of its throat.  The second shot nearly decapitated the alien.
 
   Still moving, he shifted his aim to the second one.  He must be moving at the speed of light because they hadn’t even registered their buddy’s death yet.  They were still focused on the far side of the crates where he had been moments ago.  He fired two more shots at the next one.  He took some time to aim this time and got two clean hits, center mass.  The moment his rounds impacted the second one, Cole saw a string of bright flashes from the top of the boarding ramp.  The third one had wandered too far to his left and come into view of Sky at the top of the ramp.  She clipped his left leg and arm with a burst of full auto fire.  He went sprawling as the one Cole hit went down dead.  One more burst from Sky sent a string of rounds into the downed alien’s chest finishing him off.
 
   A heart beat later Cole’s perception of the docking bay returned to normal.  Cole stopped his mad dash across the bay coming to a halt fifty feet away from the Retribution.  Sky came bounding down the ramp.  She ran over to Cole.
 
   “Are you hurt, did they get you anywhere?”  She asked out of breath.
 
   “No, no I’m fine.  I think I felt something hit my leg earlier but it was a piece of shrapnel and the suit took care of it.  Are you Okay?  Thanks for the assist too.”  Cole said.  He stepped around her as she was saying she was fine just a little scared.  He looked at the carnage around him.  Bodies sprawled all over the docking bay.  He could smell the scents of chemical and energy weapon discharges.  There was some other smell that was slowly starting to permeate the air.   Death.  The bodies were bleeding all over the place.  The little guys seemed almost to be melting out of their suits.  All the suits looked to be slowly deflating.  The stench rising from them was becoming overwhelming.  “Who were the little guys?”  He asked.
 
   “I don’t know, I have never seen anyone like them before.  They appear to have needed those environmental suits just to stay alive here though.  The others were like the ones you killed trying to get onto the Retribution.”
 
   “Hal, you there?”  Cole asked
 
   “Yes Cole, I read you,” he responded.
 
   “Good, I need to know the possible fallout from this.  What can we expect from the locals and any information you have on the little guys?  Make it snappy.”
 
   “Response to this by the locals is unknown at this time.  It depends on who these beings worked for, as for the little guys as you put it, they are Vorkons.  A rare sentient species that developed on a caustic planet.  They are not made for oxygen atmospheres and it is very damaging to their bodies if exposed to it.  They are vicious fighters and are used by pirates for ship boarding actions because they function very well in zero gravity and can sneak aboard ships very easily.”  Hal paused for a moment before continuing.  “I will try to find out more on who they may be working for here in the city.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks.”  Cole turned to talk to Sky when what looked like a security force stormed in through the open bay door.  Suited up in what appeared to be heavy combat armor and carrying some nasty looking rifles, they started shouting at Cole and Sky to drop their weapons and get on the floor.  Cole nodded to Sky and they released their guns to drop to the ground and slowly got on their knees.  “You boys are a little late to protect us from these guys.  Don’t worry I did your jobs for you though.”  The nearest guard raised his rifle to butt stroke Cole in the face.  He never had a chance.  Cole exploded into motion grabbing the guard’s rifle and jerking it out of his hands.  He flipped it over and slammed the shoulder stock into the guard’s helmet somersaulting him backwards to land on top of the two guards behind him.  Instantly the four remaining guards fired as one.  Cole grunted as hits impacted his chest.  He only felt three so one had to be a bad shot, but then he herd Sky grunt.  The bastard shot her and she hadn’t moved.  Cole spun to his right swinging his newly liberated rifle in an arch.  He heard the guards arm break and go squealing to the floor.  He stopped his forward momentum and reversed back to the remaining three guards.  Before he could get within range, a deafening boom shattered the air.
 
   “That won’t be necessary, please leave my remaining men intact Captain.”  The voice came from the general direction of the door.  Cole stopped himself and pivoted to face the newcomer.  He appeared to be the same species as Admiral Nasser and also in charge of the security detail.  “You three.”  He indicated the still standing guards.  “Help them up and out of here.  Get them any medical attention they need, and I need a cleanup crew here on the double.”  He turned back to face Cole.  “Sorry for my team’s zealous reaction to you but you can understand their caution in dealing with an unknown threat.  I saw what happened on the security feeds and understand that you were just defending yourselves.  Please retrieve your weapons and be at ease.”
 
   “Thanks I guess, does this kind of thing happen often?”  Cole asked as he gave Sky his hand to help her up.  He then reached for his pistol, popped out the old magazine and put in a fresh one.
 
   “Unfortunately it does happen infrequently here on the Pitt.  But you seemed to handle yourself well and since there is no one left to file a complaint, you are free to go about your business.  But I will ask if you would make yourself available to me if anyone does have any questions about what happened here.”
 
   “No problem.  You can reach me through my ship.”  Cole responded.
 
   “Now I am afraid I must supervise the cleanup of the bay.  You have a wonderful visit to The Pitt.”  He walked away from Cole and intercepted the cleaning crew as it came into the bay, pointing them in the general direction of the bodies.
 
   Cole looked at Sky and whispered.  “I hope this isn’t the general tone of our visit here or this could get real ugly.”  She let out a very unladylike snort and shoved him forward and out of the bay.  “No sense of humor, that’s your problem.”  He looked down at his mini comp and tapped into the local net.  He brought up the map for the section they were in.  “Alright, now where to?  Do we get help first or try to find a broker who can get us the info we need?”
 
   “My people are supposed to have an embassy here, we should try there first.  It may be our best bet for finding both things we need.”  She responded.  “My people are some of the beings trying to bring some order out of the chaos here.  They may know something that could help or at least point the way towards help.”
 
   Cole searched the net and after a few moments, found directions to the Nixa embassy.  It was going to be a hike to get there but it would show them a large portion of the station along the way.  Side by side they headed down the hall and out into the city proper while the cleanup crews dealt with the bodies behind them.  The crews apparently were pretty practiced at their jobs and had the dock looking no worse for the ware after about thirty minutes.  Once they left a silence filled the bay.  No one ever noticed the being detach itself from the ship parked to the far right of the Retribution.  Even Hal never picked anything up on his sensors.  The being moved like a ghost almost floating across the floor, never making a sound and moving too slow for motion sensors to pick it up.  It slid out a side door and was gone into the city.  It had seen the whole shooting match and had someone it needed to inform about the whole situation.  It wasn’t sure what the final outcome would be, but was very interested to see what was about to happen.
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   “What I felt after my first true battle was a sense of finality.  I had found what I was born to do.  I believe I was born to be the one to fight this war and Sky made me capable of fighting it.  When my adrenaline kicked in and I started to gun down those trying to hurt us, I fell into the role like a glove.  I had never felt like that before about anything I had done.  You hear people all the time talking about finding the thing that they love that seems almost to complete them and I thought it was always bullshit.  Until now, now I know that feeling too.  I may not live long enough to actually do what I intend to do but I will enjoy every moment of it while I can.  It’s not just the fighting either, it’s everything.  The quest.  Hell, if I die here on The Pitt, I will die happy knowing I was trying to right a wrong, thousands of years old.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Cole’s legs were starting to get tired.  He hadn’t done this much walking in a long time and Sky was setting a fast pace.  They had moved out of the local docking area onto a main causeway that ran in the general direction they wanted to go.  There wasn’t a lot of vehicle traffic inside the city apparently.  Most of the beings they saw were walking like them, though occasionally they saw a small anti grav transport whizz by or what looked like automated cargo drones towing large containers around to different buildings.  Cole glanced up for the hundredth time.  The dome that covered The Pitt was a seamless piece of clear steel.  The moon had just rotated towards the nebula and was offering a breathtaking view of local space.  For the hundredth time he felt little hands attempting to gain access to his belongings.  Small children, he assumed they were children, from all different races of aliens had swarmed them as soon as they had seen the fine material that made up their suits.  They had been trying to rob them ever since.  He swatted the urchins away and continued on.  He had learned fast to keep his guns strapped down and his mini comp firmly bound to his wrist after the first attempt had been made on his belongings.  He had lost the nearly empty magazine from the fight to those thieves and wasn’t about to lose anything else.  The myriad of beings surrounding Cole had his head spinning.  He couldn’t keep track of all the names Sky was assigning each of the new species so he didn’t even try.  But as much as he stared at the oddities around him, he was stared at even harder.  He got the impression that he was reminding those beings of something they should know but couldn’t remember.  He felt their eyes on him from the moment they noticed him till he walked out of range.
 
   “I know everyone is looking at me but I have the weirdest feeling that we are being followed.”  He leaned close to Sky and whispered to her.  “I have felt it for the last few minutes or so and can’t shake the feeling.”
 
   “Trust your instincts.  They, more than anything, are your best resource here since neither of us know our way around.  What should we do about it?”  Sky responded.
 
   “Nothing right now as long as they don’t make a move on us before we get to the embassy.  But be frosty and keep an eye out.”  Cole glanced around and guided Sky more to one side of the causeway.  “Better to be near cover than in the middle of the street.”  The move slowed them down a bit though, having to maneuver through the crowds around the shops that inhabited either side of the causeway.  Cole didn’t mind, it gave him a chance to rest his legs a bit as they walked.  It took the better part of forty minutes to reach the spot on the map called Embassy Road.  Apparently there were two dozen Major worlds who had buildings and personnel stationed here.  Some, like the Nixa, were here to try and help the local peoples being abused by the local government, others were here to protect their own business dealings, and others still were here to ensure that The Pitt stayed neutral and as lawless as possible.  The Nixa embassy was the third building down the block on the right.  It was currently surrounded by a faintly glowing half dome of a shield.  It also had a physical fence and gate around the perimeter staffed by a half dozen sharply dressed guards.  Cole looked at Sky and said.  “You’re on Doctor, these are your people so get us in.”
 
   “Yeah, I better handle this one.  I don’t know how well my people will take you relieving them of their rifles and knocking them to the ground.”  She said with a smile.  They crossed the road to the main entrance of the embassy.  The guards instantly came to alert and rested their hands on their weapons.  At that point both Cole and Sky slowly raised their empty hands towards the guards letting them know they were not holding anything and keeping their hands away from the now visible guns strapped to various parts of their bodies.
 
   “Is this how you treat a fellow Nixian, with hasty movements toward your weapons?” Sky demanded.
 
   “Sorry ma’am.  We are on a higher than usual alert and are to trust no one who comes to the front gate until such time as it is proven they mean the embassy or its personnel no harm.  It is standard procedure after the recent assault on the embassy.”  The guard responded.
 
   “I was not aware of such a tragedy occurring here I have just arrived on the moon and was out of contact with home world for some time.  I have come here to look for aid for myself and my friend here.”  She slowly indicated Cole.  “I was hoping I could receive it from the embassy.”
 
   The soldier stared at her for a moment before switching his attention to Cole.  Cole stared right back assessing the soldier as he assessed Cole.  Males of the species looked to be a bit thicker than the females.  His movements also betrayed a lack of grace that he had instantly noticed in Sky.  But the soldier moved with a calm assurance that if violence was in the offing he would give better than he received.  “No one comes in armed.  Place any and ALL weapons in the bin on your right.   We understand this is a dangerous place and know that private citizens have a right to protect themselves when out and about but you will not need them inside.”
 
   Both Cole and Sky slowly walked over to the indicated bin.  Cole looked back at the soldier.  “You're going to need a bigger bin than this I’m afraid.”  When the guard didn’t move Cole started to add to the pile that Sky had started.  They had to force the lid back down on the bin and it still almost got stuck sliding back into the wall.  When he had finally gotten it back in place he turned around to see the stares of disbelief from the soldiers who saw the arsenal he had just placed into the bin.  He shot them a smile.  “Just a normal day trip for me.”  Sky punched him in the shoulder.
 
   “Behave yourself,” she told him.  They moved back to stand in front of the main gate and locked stares with the soldier in charge.  “You have our guns and ammo, can we come in now?”  She asked him.  The soldier waived his hand to someone behind the physical wall and a narrow gap barely shoulder wide and an inch taller than Cole, opened in the energy field.
 
   “Welcome to Nixa territory and enjoy your visit to the embassy.”  The soldier said as they walked through.  He grabbed Cole’s arm as he walked by and said.  “If you cause a disturbance or initiate any violence we will not hesitate to put you down.”  He flashed a very feral grin at Cole.
 
   “Duly noted and may I add that if you lay a hand on me again without cause I will make you eat it, one knuckle at a time.”  Cole flashed an equally feral grin right back at him then turned and walked away into the building proper.
 
   The ghost that followed the Nixa and her companion had backed off to the furthest distance it could, without losing the two beings it tailed.  Somehow the Nixa’s companion knew they were being followed.  That should have been impossible, no one ever knew it when one of his kind was following a being.  The powers his people possessed made them blend into the background to be invisible.  This was becoming more and more fascinating by the second.  He really should report his findings but was engrossed in the hunt.  They finally came to the end of their journey through the city at the Nixa Embassy.  With the shielding raised, it was a place even he couldn’t get into.  He crossed to the far side of the street and hunkered down to wait them out.  He had a feeling that this wouldn’t be their final destination and they would be out sometime soon.
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   “Landing on The Pitt was an interesting experience.  We had been so far from anyone and anything that seeing the diversity of the galaxy on display was exhilarating. According to Sky there are over a thousand different known species, from a thousand different worlds spread around the galaxy.  It was easy to tell the ones that had been in contact with Pure Humans because while they retained much of their original traits they were very human looking too.  I think that is why I drew so many stares as we walked through the city.  I looked a little like everyone while being different too.  Humanity had been gone for so long no one could recognize the race that most likely brought them to the stars.  Seeing males of Sky’s own race was a novelty as well.  To be honest, I had pictured them like lions, the women out doing everything while the men lazed around and roared every once in a while to scare others off. Live and learn I guess.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The embassy was a large two story cube.  It had a set of wide double doors in the front and evenly spaced windows on the first and second floors.  Cole didn’t recognize the building material but it looked to be made from one solid piece.  It made him wonder if the building was a giant mold they poured some concrete like material into.  It was plain grey with no adornments of any kind and lacked anything to make it stand out from the other buildings on the block.  The ground was the same material as the building and also unadorned with the usual features humans would have used.  They walked swiftly to the doors which were flanked by another pair of guards.  Passing between the guards, they entered building.  It took Cole a second or two to adjust to the dimness of the interior.  When his eyes adjusted he was a little surprised at what he saw.
 
   The Embassy didn’t look like any governmental building he had ever seen.  The interior was wide open and the only interior walls appeared to be all the way in the back.  He assumed it was a small office partitioned off from the open area that made up the rest of the building.  Cole had assessed the situation in an instant.  Down the wall to his left were orderly cots with foot lockers.  He counted forty total that went two by two from the front of the building all the way to the rear.  Some were occupied others empty.  He counted thirty Nixa that appeared to be the soldiers who went with the beds.  In the middle of the building were what appeared to be, high school lunchroom tables.  The tables were sparsely populated with off duty Nixa soldiers and some very ragged, tired looking Nixa civilians.  On the right of the building were the civilian beds and what appeared to be stairs leading down into the basement.  “This isn’t what I had in mind when you said embassy Sky.  Embassy must mean different things to us,” Cole said quietly.
 
   “There is no real government here so there is no real need for an embassy.  This building and these soldiers are here to ensure that any Nixa being brought here to be sold as slaves, are liberated and given a chance to return home.”  The speaker stood up from the table directly in front of them.  “We have no ambassador here, just soldiers and those we free from bondage.  Now would you follow me to my office?  I believe you have a story to tell.”  With that, he turned around and headed to the back of the building and his office.  As they walked down the aisle, Cole got a good look at what he thought were the liberated Nixa, some looked healthy and well off.  Others looked beaten and starved.  Cole could feel anger radiating off Sky.  The male Nixa preceded them into the office.
 
    
 
   “Major, I want to thank you for admitting us and taking the time to listen to our story.”  Sky started to say but was interrupted before she could finish.
 
   “We scanned both of your DNA profiles when you came through my gate.  I am perplexed by the results we got back.  First you Ma’am, your DNA indicated you are the world renowned geneticist Dr. Sky.  This is impossible because all Nixians know she died over twenty standard years ago.  So please let’s settle this little discrepancy first before we move onto you.”  He pointed at Cole.  “I am waiting Dr Sky, if that is who you actually are.”
 
   “My story and Coles are intertwined so you will know who we both are at the end of this tale.  It was roughly twenty years ago when I was kidnapped.”  Sky dove right into the story from the beginning.  Cole listened intently because while they had discussed it, he had never heard her tell it from the beginning and he was interested to hear her take on some of the things he had done while away from her.  It took the better part of two hours to tell the tale and Cole jumped in periodically from time to time to flush out his parts.  “That’s when we decided to come here to seek the information we need to continue on,” Sky leaned back in her chair and waited for a response.
 
   The Nixa Major had his finger steepled under his chin and looked to be deep in thought.  “What a fascinating tale.  You expect me to believe that this thing right here is a direct descendant from the Pure Humans?  That he is some great savior who will restore order to the galaxy?  I think not.”  That was as far as he got before Sky was out of her seat and over the Majors desk.  She knocked him backwards out of his chair and landed on top of him on the floor.  She got real close to his ear as she held him down by his throat.  She snarled a quick staccato of words pitched low enough that Cole couldn’t understand what she was saying.  The Major occasionally squeaked out an occasional yes and no to her questions.  Silence reigned for a few seconds before the Major nodded his head as best as he could.  Sky released her grip of his throat and offered him a hand to his feet.  She returned to her chair as the Major righted his.  They both sat down.  “I apologize for my remarks and disbelief of your story.  As Dr. Sky has pointed out, all the DNA evidence supports her claim and I am now inclined to believe you until you are proven to be wrong.  Truly, I am sorry, I didn’t want to believe that the great Doctor had been given up wrongly for dead and suffered through captivity for so long without our people knowing.  We all will bear the shame of that mistake and should strive to atone for it.”  He shifted his view Cole.  “Your part of the tail can be easily verified.”  He pushed a button on his desk.  “Bring in the weapon we found.”  He released the button and waited a few moments.  The door opened and two soldiers came in carrying a crate between them.  They set the crate on the Major’s desk and left’ closing the door behind them.  “We recovered this on a raid to free a group of Nixa being traded on a ship in orbit.  We assume it is a Pure Human designed artifact because it clearly has power but no way for us to activate it.  If you would please activate it and prove who you say you are?”
 
   Cole stood and looked into the box.  Sky started to protest but Cole waved her to silence.  He didn’t think what was in the box was a weapon, it didn’t look like one to him.  He stared at it for a while before reaching in and taking it out.  It was rectangular and about three feet long.  It had what amounted to a pistol grip on one side that he assumed was where he would connect with whatever it was.  He wrapped his fingers around the grip. The hum of the object coming to life reverberated around the office as Cole obviously was connecting to the artifact. A few moments later he set the artifact back in the box and started to chuckle.  “That was not a weapon.  It is a portable observation drone unit.  It was probably for deploying small atmospheric drones on planets with atmosphere too thick for satellites to be of any use.  The readout says it’s still in working order and is at full power, I adjusted the programming to allow you to use it if you want.  An interesting piece of tech, but definitely not a weapon.”
 
   The Major stood up and resealed the drone unit in the box and called for the soldiers again who came in and removed it from the office.  “Well, that settles it I guess, only a Pure could have activated that.”  The Major stood and saluted Cole.  “As the highest ranked representative of the Allied planet of Nixa, I place myself and my soldiers at your disposal.  My name is Major Fury and I am honored to meet you.”
 
   “The last thing I want right now is an official response to any requests I make.  It is too dangerous to officially involve any governments to my cause.  Until I can destroy the Esii Sun Eater, every world that helps me may become a target.  I need a non-affiliated crew and information that can pinpoint the exact location of that ship.  I have heard the stories of how your race supported my ancestors and I do not want that kind of destruction to find you again.”  Cole leaned forward as he spoke.  “If you could perhaps get us in contact with some Nixa that are not officially part of the government and who would volunteer to help of their own free will, I would appreciate it.”
 
   The Major thought for a moment before responding.  “There is a group that operates here with no sanction from our government that may be able to help.  I will send a message to the Twin World Embassy here as well, to see if they are willing to renew the old alliance.  The others of the old alliance do not have a presence here so it will take time to contact them.”
 
   “Major, I want it perfectly clear that word of my origins and ancestry are not to pass beyond these walls.  I will not hide who I am but I don’t want it spread around faster than it should.  Leave the contacting to us, we just need the leads from you for right now, please.”  Cole had to make sure that the Esii and whoever they were working for, couldn’t trace any of his dealings back officially to any governments, at least until the Sun Eater was dead and gone.
 
   “Well Doctor, Captain, I believe I can help you then, on both accounts.”  The Major stood up and waived them out of his office.  “Give me a few moments to call some contacts and get some things set up.  Please take advantage of whatever hospitality we have here.  We have plenty of food and beds for resting.  The bathrooms are down the stairs and to the right.  Now I must get to work.  I will inform you when I have anything to report.”  With that he closed the door and left them to fend for themselves.
 
   “I could eat, how about you?”  Cole asked Sky.
 
   “You can always eat but be careful, this place may only have Nixian food.  I am going to go take a look at some of the rescued of my people.  See if they need any medical help.”  She turned and walked away, heading towards the bunks holding the worse looking Nixians.  Cole walked away from the office and sat down at the nearest unoccupied table.  He looked around, everyone seemed to be openly ignoring him while staring at him from the corner of their eyes at the same time.  At some point these people had to get used to him being there but he wasn’t about to push it.  He watched Sky go from person to person checking on their well being.  If he couldn’t find a crew, he counted himself lucky to at least have her on board.
 
   It only took a few hours for the Major to set up a meeting with his contacts.  The Major transferred the necessary information to their mini comps and also had their weapons returned to them.  He wished them luck and told them to return if they ran into trouble.  He gave them his emergency contact freq and promised he would come running with his entire company if they needed him.  Cole and Sky thanked the Major and left the building heading for the front gate.  “You are going to have to tell me some day what you said to him behind his desk to change his mind so fast.”  Cole said out the side of his mouth.
 
   Absolutely straight faced Sky responded.  “A girl has to have some secrets.”  And kept on walking without breaking her stride.  Cole chuckled to himself and followed after.
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   “The Pitt is probably the most confusing city I have ever been to, ever.  Apparently the streets and walkways are not permanent.  They change and shift depending on who is living in the area.  Different species move in and out of The Pitt on a continual basis.  They change the area they move into to suit their needs. So the buildings are only semi-permanent and can be torn down or moved with little effort.  This makes navigating off the main causeways almost impossible.  Some areas stay the same which gives you some landmarks to work with.  The docking bays, Embassy Street and the wealthy neighborhoods stay relatively static.  Not to mention that just because a bar or other business started on the ground floor doesn’t mean it still is in the same place.  I doubt there is any one being living there that knows every street and walkway by heart.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   They approached the main gate to the Nixa compound, that’s what Cole thought of it as because he couldn’t bring himself to call it an embassy, and saw the same group of guards was still on duty.  As they approached to leave the guard commander detached himself from the guard post and walked toward them.  “I would like to offer my service, if it is needed for your cause.  I am willing to resign my commission and join you, if you would have me.”  His eyes shown with determination and eagerness to join them.
 
   “I am sorry soldier but we cannot risk taking anyone with us when we leave.  After your shift ask the Major why and he will tell you but for now you have our thanks.”  Sky said as she reached out her hand to firmly shake the guard commanders.  He took a step back and gave Sky a salute closing his fist and bringing it firmly to his chest with a slight bow of his head.
 
   “Then good luck to you and remember me if you do begin looking for veteran Nixas to join your fight.”
 
   “I will do that,” she said as they walked by the soldier.  When they came to the gate Cole’s hand whipped out and grabbed Sky, stopping her in her tracks.  He turned her and moved her between the gate and himself.  “When you turn around look at the space where the two buildings across the street meet and tell me what you see.  Be discrete and don’t let on if you see something.”  He let go of her arm and she turned back toward the gate.  They walked side by side up to the energy shield and waited for it to be opened for their departure.  The small passage opened in the shield and they walked through.  On the far side Sky turned to Cole and pretended to adjust the collar on his duster.  “I am sorry Cole I saw nothing over there.”  She whispered in his ear as she finished adjusting his collar.
 
   “Don’t look straight at that spot.  Try not to focus your eyes and see if you see anything.  I think something or someone is there and they followed us from the hanger.  I’m going to flush them out.  You try to see him when he moves.”  With that Cole stepped around Sky and sprinted at the place where the buildings came together.  He was letting his eyes stay unfocused as best as he could.  It was like trying to look at those weird dot paintings that looked like just a bunch of dots but really had a 3D image embedded in them.   Whatever it was that was crouched there suddenly stood up, turned and went straight up the buildings wall.  Cole came to a shuddering halt staring up at the building, watching as the thing vaulted the edge of the wall and disappeared over the top.  “Holy hell, did you see that?”  He yelled back at Sky.  “That, whatever it was, just went up the wall and on to the roof.”  Cole ran his hand over the completely smooth surface of the wall.  He was still running his hands around the place the thing had done its disappearing trick when Sky jogged up next to him.
 
   “Are you sure you saw something Cole?  I tried to do as you asked, but I couldn’t see a thing.”  Sky’s face was turned up to look at the wall of the building.
 
   Cole hunkered on the ground and felt around a bit.  “You have to be able to feel this then.”  He grabbed Sky’s hand and held it to the ground.  He held it in one spot then moved it to another.  “Can you feel the difference in temperature?  Something was here long enough to warm up this patch of ground.”
 
   “Hmm, yes I do feel a slight difference in temperature.  You may be right Cole, something was here.”
 
   “Have you ever heard of anything like this before?  Some kind of personal cloaking device maybe?”  Cole asked as he stood up and turned back to face the street.
 
   “No, nothing this good.  There are light benders that can conceal stationary objects but nothing I know of that can hide something on the move that someone is looking at.  Did you see it before?”
 
   “I didn’t see anything before, but I have had the strangest feeling of being followed almost since we left the ship.”  Cole stopped for a moment and opened the link to Hal.  “Hey Hal, this is Cole.  You reading me?”
 
   “Affirmative, the signal is weak but I have you.”  Hal’s voice was getting through but it was weak.
 
   “Okay, here’s the situation.”  Cole spent a few moments updating Hal on what had happened since they had left the hanger.  When he was done with the story he asked Hal, “Have you ever heard of anything like that, something that can move invisible to a Nixa’s vision and almost invisible to mine?”
 
   “Off the top of my processors, no, but I will connect to the local net and see if I can dig anything up.  Be careful, you have enough enemies you can see without picking up some you can’t.  Also the area you are heading to is one of the, shall we say, seedier.  It is a real rough part of town, have a gun handy at all times.”  Hal cut his link with Cole and began contacting the local server in hopes of finding an answer.
 
   Cole waived at Sky and brought up the map that the Major had given him.  “Well it looks like about an hour walk from here to the bar were the contact is going to meet us.  Let’s get hoofing it.”  Side by side they walked down the street heading planetary west from embassy row.
 
   After hearing the Nixa and her companion start walking away, the being poked its head over the side of the building.  Taking note of their direction of travel it hunkered down to think.  It was obvious that the male had seen him and the Nixa had not.  That was impossible though, no one had ever seen one of his kind stealthed before.  He stood and looked down at himself.  His technique was flawless.  Light bent and flowed around his whole body giving back zero reflection to betray his presence.  Yet the male had clearly seen him.  He had also grown careless and not masked his body heat.   His people had mastered the arts of stealth millennia ago.  They could bend light with the power of their minds, mask and change their odors to simulate almost any smell and move as quiet as a breeze, but he had clearly been seen.  The revelation of this shook him to the core of his being.  He had to find out what this mystery being was and how he knew to find him.  By the direction they had gone, he had a good idea as to the general area they may be headed to, so he decided to take a short cut and get there before they arrived.  Like a shot he was off and running the streets and walkways trying to get ahead of his targets.  
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   “I still have no idea how I even knew that thing was there waiting across the street and until I felt the heat of its having been there I almost doubted myself.  I know Sky had to think I was crazy until she felt the spot it had been waiting at.  Something that sneaky was scary, not to mention it went thirty feet straight up a smooth wall with no help.  Hopefully it’s just some curious local trying to figure out what I am and not someone bent on killing me.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Two hours and a couple of sore feet later they finally stumbled onto the right bar.  It wasn’t the Majors fault that his map was wrong, it was whoever decided to build the building right in the middle of a major intersection we needed to get through.   They had to back track and try a couple of different walkways before they were able to get around the new construction.  Even once they made it around they had to find a different way to link up with the right street since the whole areas path system had been changed.  The whole adventure took them an hour more than it should have to get to their final destination.  Here they were, finally, standing outside the Happy Rylioan’s Stick Bar.  Cole could figure out why the Rylioan was so happy.  If the creature on the bright neon looking sign was a Rylioan, then the word stick got mistranslated or meant something else in Rylioan because the creature on the sign had to have the biggest phallic Cole had ever seen, clutched in all four of its hands and was wearing a smile to match.  “I have a bad feeling about this place.”  Cole muttered under his breath.
 
   “That’s nothing, you should see a Rylioan that’s lived a half a century,” Sky said to Cole.
 
   “Man, I’m gonna need to get a bigger ship after this if I’m gonna feel manly again.  Well, I hope he’s at least as short as his sign suggests or I am going to be pissed.”  Cole stomped off to the front door of the establishment.  
 
   For the second time today Cole stumbled into a fight that wasn’t even his.  This time he was caught totally unprepared.  He stepped through the door first and was instantly assailed by the worst noise he had ever heard before. Before he could react, a very large, very solid object flew into his face.  It hit with such force that even Coles new physical prowess couldn’t keep him from losing consciousness.  He collapsed to the floor in a heap.  His nanites went to work immediately though, fixing the concussion and repairing the break in his nose.  It only took his nanites a few seconds to repair the damage enough that Cole began to regain consciousness.   He felt rough hands trying to haul him back to his feet.
 
   “Damn, sorry Sir, I was aiming at the window not the door.  The little sucker was squirming around too much though, he threw off my aim.”  Cole realized that the hands holding him were about twice the size of his own.  He opened his eyes to a sight that he would remember till his dying day.  The monster that had apologized to him was grabbing another creature up off the floor.  The other creature was apparently the thing that had crashed into his face a moment ago.  The other being was just as big as Cole was and looked to weigh about the same.  The mound of muscles that had helped Cole to stand up, picked up the other being with one hand, lifted him over his head and threw him out the window.  The window was some sort of power field because it didn’t break, it acted more like the air pressure shield they had been target practicing through on the ship.  Cole turned his head to look for Sky, she was looking at the brute with a dawning recognition.  Cole was about to turn back and confront the creature when he started to realize he was getting information from his nanites.  They were reporting all the damage he had sustained and were giving him an estimation on completion of repairs.  That was a very handy thing to have he thought to himself.  He would have to ask Hal about it later.  He brought his rapidly returning focus to bear on the creature that had assaulted him.  He opened his mouth to accost the creature when the obvious model for the front sign walked in from a back room yelling.
 
   “Damn it Jeth, how many times have I told you not to throw them out the window.  I told you, if you hit someone again I was going to fire you.   I know better brutes than you who want this job.”  The little Rylioan snarled as he walked out into the main seating area.  “Who the hell are you two?  Wait, we don’t see many Nixians down here.  What do you want?  I don’t know nothing and if you try to take me, Jeth here will tear your arms off.”
 
   “Boss they are just customers, I accidently hit the man when Sod wiggled as I threw him.  I swear, it was an accident and he was coming in the door, not the window, so it don’t count.”  Cole was surprised the giant, Jeth, was acting so meek towards the Rylioan.  “I think they was just coming in for a drink is all.”
 
   The Rylioan looked Cole and Sky up and down.  “Okay, you can stay if you buy something to drink and if you get any funny ideas, Jeth here will take care of you.”  That said, he turned and stomped back into the back room.  
 
   “Jeth is it?”  Cole asked.  Cole stared at the monster again as he nodded yes to Cole’s question.  Jeth would have put any Earth bodybuilder to shame.  He was about seven feet tall give or take an inch and Cole guessed a good five hundred pounds of solid muscle.  He had a smashed in looking face and not a single hair on his head.  His skin was slightly blue but it was hard to tell in the bad light of the bar.  Cole also noticed he had no ears and deep set eyes.  All he was wearing was a loin cloth and sandals.  When he got to the sandals he did a quick count, yup only two really big toes on each foot.  The hands were normal though, four fingers and a thumb on each.
 
   “Jeth, we are just here to meet someone, not cause any problems.  We will order something if that’s what your boss wants.”  The brute nodded as Cole and Sky moved to the bar.  They picked a spot that gave them a view of almost the entire place.  They sat down and punched their orders into the bars console.  They both ordered water.  “So the Major said that the contact would know when we got here right?”  Cole said in a low voice to Sky.
 
   “Yes, he said they would make themselves known to us and that they had a permanent watch on the bar.  We just need to wait a bit for them to show up.  The fight may have made them nervous so we just need to sit tight.”  She picked up her glass and held it up to the light, peering at it intently before setting it back on the counter.  Cole never even bothered to look at his.  He could smell the funk coming off his glass.
 
   “You look like you recognized our large friend over there, care to enlighten me?”
 
   She figured they had time for a quick lesson, so jumped right into the topic.  “He is from the Twin Worlds.  No one knows what they actually call their planet anymore because everyone refers to it as the Twin Worlds.  Both species are called Twin Worlders even though they are radically different.  He is from the larger of the two worlds.  They are generally considered to be gentle giants in most instances but when enraged, can be almost unstoppable.  They, along with their counterparts from the second world, were once allies of the Pure Humans.  They suffered greatly at the hands of the Roche until the Nixa and some others came to their rescue.  The Pures lost control of the Twin Worlds late in the war. When they heard about the atrocities being committed on both planets, they decided to make us abandon supporting them before it was too late for us as well.  Since we were no longer supporting the Pures, we turned our attention to our other allies and aided them in defending their home worlds.  The Twin Worlds are a very unique place in the entire galaxy for one very specific reason.  For every life on one world, there is a life on the other world linked by an ancient bond.  No one knows how it happened, but once the two beings who share the bond meet, they are rebound and never separate.  They claim it’s the souls reuniting after the sun has split them.  The planets are on opposite sides of the sun and they never knew the other existed until the Pures introduced them.  The two peoples have been inseparable ever since.  When the Esii drove the Pures out of the Twin World system, they butchered the bigger of the two peoples because they feared them more.  Many of the other worlds inhabitant’s went mad seeing their bond mates killed.  We massed our fleets and drove the Esii and Roche from the system, but the Twin Worlders where never the same.  They all make a pilgrimage on their twenty-first birthday to the bonding grounds, where if their bond mates are still alive they bond and never separate again.”  She lowered her voice to a whisper for the next part.  “That makes this odd because if they don’t bond they don’t leave their planet and this Worlder, Jeth appears to be alone.  I have never heard of one leaving his planet before without his or her bond mate.”
 
   Cole turned to look at Jeth.  Jeth ignored him.  “Keep your eye out then, he has got to be close and I don’t want another surprise literally hitting me in the face.”  At that moment the doors to the bar opened and a dozen Thrashodons walked into the bar.  “Oh shit,” Cole muttered as he stood up to meet the angry stares of the new comers.
 
   “Save me his heart boys the rest is yours,” the Thrashodon in the middle said.  The rest pulled their guns and opened fire.  Cole and Sky were peppered with solid kinetic ammunition that forced them back into and over the bar. They were both thankful for their armor, but even their armor could only stand up to a certain amount of punishment before it failed and rounds started getting through.  
 
   Their face and head covers automatically extended over their heads and a Heads Up Display blinked to life on Cole’s visor.  He hadn’t expected that.  He drew his plasma pistol and a crosshair bloomed to life in his visor.  The Thrashodons were busy turning the bar into Swiss cheese and not really aiming.  Cole poked his hand high enough over the bar to allow him to spray plasma back and forth without exposing him to incoming fire.  It wasn’t effective at killing the Thrashodons but it did disperse them and make them take cover, giving Cole and Sky a quick respite from the incoming fire.  It didn’t last long though, once they all got behind cover they all picked up their rate of fire.  The battery power monitor for his gun in Cole’s HUD was rapidly approaching zero.  Sky had followed his lead and was pouring fire around the edge of the bar blindly.  Cole’s battery power hit empty just as the building shook with a violent tremor.  An explosion sounded somewhere above them.  A second later another explosion and tremor, this time closer above their heads. All firing stopped in the bar as everyone looked for overhead cover as a rapid series of explosions worked their way down the building until the ceiling over their heads disintegrated in a shower of sparks and dust.  The close proximity of the explosion left the Thrashodon’s stunned on the floor, but the suits protected Sky and Cole and left them fully functional.  Cole’s visor automatically started cycling though different visual spectrums until it settled on thermal vision.  The Thrashodons reptilian nature made them somewhat cooler than the surroundings and easy to spot as Cole got to his feet dragging Sky with him.
 
   Cole started to take aim at the nearest downed Thrashodon when small dark forms started to fall through the now open ceiling into the chaos below.  “Shit,” Cole swore again.  It was the other little guys from the hanger.  It looked like both groups were here for a little revenge on Cole.  Cole reversed his upward momentum and pulled Sky back to the ground behind the limited safety of the shredded bar.  “We are in trouble,” He said over the comm.  “We need to get out of here and into the open.  If we stay in this building they are going to eventually get lucky and focus enough fire on us to penetrate the suits.”  He reloaded and passed his plasma pistol to Sky.  “It’s fully charged.  Stay down but let loose with a steady spray for a second to buy me some time.”  Sky took the offered gun without a word and started to fire over the top of the bar.
 
   Cole started doing a mental inventory of everything he had brought.  His hand reacted before his brain, and jammed itself into his duster’s pocket.  He pulled out a small cylindrical device.  He grasped it at both ends and twisted each hand in the opposite direction.  Suddenly a timer popped into his HUD.  It began counting down from five.  Cole stood up and turned toward the middle of the room.  He took it all in a glance.  There had to be about twenty of the little melty aliens on the ground now, in hand to hand combat with the remaining ten Thrashodons.  The counter was at two when Cole found the most densely populated area of the room and threw the cylinder.  He dropped back down behind the bar grabbing Sky as he did and getting as close to the floor as he could.
 
   A sudden blast from the direction Cole had thrown the grenade kicked up and hurled debris around the room.  There were a fair number of body parts making up that debris but not enough, unfortunately.  As Cole got to his feet, again risking getting shot at, he saw that all he had done was to even things up between the two groups.  “Shit,” Cole swore again.  He just stood there watching the general melee going on in the bar, trying to think of any way to get them out when the wall directly behind them exploded outward.  Cole staggered forward into the bar.  Now what, he thought to himself as he began to turn around.  At that point the long muscled arms of the bouncer, Jeth, snaked out picking up Cole and then Sky with ease.
 
   “Hold still little man.”  The giant said as he held Cole and Sky to his chest.  He turned putting his back to the bar and charged.  Five-hundred pounds of muscle and bone going full steam destroyed what little was left of the bar.  He kept going, picking up speed in his reverse charge.  He slammed through a struggling group of fighters either smashing them flat or knocking them out of his way.  Cole saw the look of outrage on the remaining Thrashodons faces as they saw their prey getting away.  Then the brute hit the door.  It didn’t stand a chance, it exploded out and went sailing across the street to smash into the far wall.
 
   Jeth followed the door and didn’t stop until he got to the far side of the street.  He shuddered to a halt and set them gently back on the ground.  “We should go, quickly.”  He rumbled and turned to start heading up the street at a quick trot.
 
   “Wait a second,” Cole called out.  
 
   The giant just turned and said. “Eventually one of those gangs will win and the victors will be out here to finish the job of killing you.  Do you want to wait or come with me and meet the being your Major sent you to meet?”  He turned and started jogging up the street again.  Cole glanced at Sky, she shrugged at him and turned to follow.
 
   “I think we can trust him, he may have been checking us out earlier and he seems to know the Major sent us here.  We should, of course, still be wary but I think we should follow,” came Sky’s response to his unasked question.
 
   Cole ordered his helmet to retract and let his head breath a bit as they ran behind the giant.  Cole tried to keep track of where they were going but soon became hopelessly lost.  Jeth took them down side roads and alleys and anywhere it seemed he could fit.  Finally, he began to slow then came to a complete stop, at what appeared to be, the very edge of the circular city.  They had stopped at the outer dome of the city and Cole was once again astounded at the sight of the nebula glowing in the distance.  
 
   Sky was bent over breathing heavily and trying to catch her breath while Cole seemed to be hardly phased.  The giant also seemed unaffected by the flight.  Cole took a moment to scan his surroundings.  It appeared they were in a little used intersection behind warehouse size buildings.  The ground was cluttered with detritus and waste.  Not the nicest part of the city by far, but out of the way and hopefully off those two gang’s radars.  He was beginning to think they might be holding a grudge against him.  Cole caught a movement out of the corner of his eye.  That thing, whatever had followed them earlier, was in the intersection with them and had just dropped about fifty feet from the rooftop to land unhurt and completely silent.
 
   “We wait here for your contact to arrive, so get comfortable it could be awhile.”  Jeth was saying as he slowly lowered himself to the ground resting his back on the outer dome.  Cole affected a pose of inattentiveness and boredom.  He started to walk around pretending to look at his surroundings all the while adjusting his course to take him into what he hoped was in range to grab whatever the hell was following them.  The creature shifted out of his line of travel closer to the outer dome.  Sky looked up at Cole with a puzzled look on her face.  She started to say something drawing everyone’s attention to her, except for Cole.  He saw a slight shift from the upper region of the creature and he knew it had been slightly distracted when Sky had begun to talk.  He didn’t waste his chance.  He lunged to his right reaching out and wrapping his arms around the creature.  It was a slippery little devil and almost made it away but Cole managed to get his legs tangled up in its legs.  Cole and the creature dropped to the ground.  Sky let out a small scream as she finally caught a quick glimpse of their invisible stalker.  Cole managed to come out on top after their tumble but was having a hard time finding any real purchase on it for lack of being able to see it.  As suddenly as the fight had begun it was over as Cole was hoisted into the air and above Jeth’s head.
 
   Cole tried to roll out of the giant’s hands but they were locked on him like a vise.  “Please stop struggling or I will throw you through the outer dome.”  Hints of anger bled through the giants words.  “You, you’re supposed to be undetectable.  What happened?”  He kept Cole above his head for the moment.
 
   Sky let out a held breath and said.  “Your bond mate?”  She looked at the giant for his answer.
 
   One moment the intersection was empty, the next it was occupied by a strikingly handsome alien.  He was the antithesis of Jeth.  Where Jeth was huge and cumbersome, the newcomer was lean and short.  Maybe topping out at five and a half feet and one hundred pounds soaking wet.  He had long flowing blonde hair and a goatee to match.  He had large angular eyes that where a deep green and slightly pointed ears.  Cole instantly thought of an elf when he saw him materialize. “You two know each other I take it?  Could you please put me down?”  Cole asked the giant.
 
   “No more fighting. That goes for both of you.”  The giant rumbled his answer before slowly putting Cole on the ground.  Cole slowly moved away from Jeth and stood next to Sky, while the elf looking dude moved around to stand next to Jeth.  Cole snorted a laugh.  “You two look like a before and after picture.  Seriously though, why have you been following us?”
 
   “A question easily answered.”  His voice matched his looks.  It almost sounded like he sang the answer his voice was so pure and sweet.  “But first an introduction.  My name is Thalo and I am Jeth’s bond mate.”  He gave them a grand sweeping bow.  He moved like he didn’t have a bone in his body.  It was weirdly fluid but pure grace.  “As to why I followed you, it is simple.  I recognized you Cole, for what you are, either a Pure Human reborn or a descendant from the hidden colonies.  I had to follow you to make sure you were really what I thought you were and also to make sure you were willingly with the Nixa.  Let me say I am very impressed, no one sees through our stealth field.  No one.”
 
   “How could you possibly know he was a colony human?  No one was supposed to know about Earth,” Sky asked as she grabbed Cole’s hand.
 
   Thalo raised an eyebrow at that.  “Because fair Nixa, we were given the knowledge of the colonies because we were tasked with finding suitable worlds.  Unfortunately, this is neither the time nor place to be discussing these things.  If you would please follow me to a secure location we can discuss anything you wish at a more leisurely pace.”
 
   “No one is impressed by your flowery speech Thalo, let’s just get out of here and off the street.”  Jeth started lumbering down the street between the buildings and the dome.
 
   “Ahh, my overly large friend.  What kind of galaxy would we live in without the beauty and subtly of flowery speech?  I dare say it would be a galaxy of grunts and moans and not the right kind of either,” he gave Sky a sly wink as he started after his friend.
 
   Cole and Sky looked at each other for a few moments before turning and following the pair down the road.  “I have a feeling we are going to regret this,” Cole said as he started to jog to catch up, never letting go of Sky’s hand.
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   “The Twin Worlders, Jeth and Thalo, are the most unique individuals I have ever met.  Their bond links their bodies, minds and souls, so they say, and they act like it.  Well they act more like a couple that has been married for so long they know what their spouse is going to say and do, before they do it.  I think there must be some form of telepathy between them because they often look at each other and make gestures back and forth but not a single word is uttered.  The little one, Thalo, is deceptively strong and his ability to go almost invisible is amazing.  Apparently no one other than Twin Worlders are supposed to know about that particular ability, along with a few others I have guessed.  One I know is the ability to silence the immediate area around them, like he did when he jumped off that roof and didn’t make a sound.  I have some speculations on some other things but will keep them to myself for the time being until I can prove them.  Jeth on the other hand is all brute strength and muscle.  I compare them in my mind to a Tank and Rogue from MMO’s.  I got an odd feeling the moment I saw them together and hope it’s for the better.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   They spent a few minutes running down the main road before turning down a side street that ran away from the outer dome.  The buildings here looked abandoned and they never once saw another living being.  They passed by three buildings before they finally began to slow down.  Jeth and Thalo finally came to a stop and turned to face the unbroken wall of the building on their left side.  Cole and Sky followed suit.  “So what now?”  Cole asked
 
   “Jeth, will you do the honors?”  Thalo asked.  Jeth looked at the wall for a moment before pressing his palms flat, at arm’s length apart.  Cole heard a soft click and two sections of the wall slid up reveling two cutouts about knee length high to Jeth.  The giant slid both hands into the cut out and with a mighty heave lifted the side of the building up into itself revealing a hidden way into the building.  “Hurry please, Jeth won’t admit it, but that piece of the building is near his maximum load limit if you catch my meaning.”  Thalo ducked his head and walked into the side of the building.  Cole and Sky followed.
 
   “How is...”  Cole started to ask but Thalo interrupted him.
 
   “Watch, it is really quite amazing.”  Thalo said.  Jeth gave a tremendous grunt and shoved the door up above his head and in one fluid motion spun his hands around shifting his body underneath and ending up on the inside of the building, where he slowly lowered the door back to the ground.  Jeth’s body was covered with a light sheen of sweat from the effort.  In the low ambient light Cole couldn’t see much, but the feeling the building gave him was that it was big and empty.  Cole opted for patience this time and held his tongue waiting for an explanation.  Ghostly silent, Thalo glided across the floor to a soft glowing button on the wall.  He slapped it with his hand and a soft light began to light up the interior of the building.  Cole had been right, the building was both huge and empty.  His patience got away from him.  “Great, can we talk now?”  Thalo whirled around to face Cole and placed one finger to his lips.  Cole steamed, he was tired of all the crap, and he wanted some answers.  With a sheer force of will Cole closed his mouth and silently brooded.  Thalo and Jeth started to walk into the building directly away from the wall.  Cole noticed Thalo counting his steps.  When he got to forty-five he stopped and rubbed at the ground with his foot revealing a slightly darker patch of floor.  He waived at Jeth to move forward.  They looked at each other for a long moment before Jeth nodded his head at Thalo and turned back to stand next to Sky and Cole.  
 
    
 
   Thalo stood on top of the dark spot on the floor facing the others.  He closed his eyes and started, what Cole thought looked like, meditation.  Thalo’s breathing slowed down to almost imperceptible levels.  He reached under his coat and came out with four long thin objects in his hands.  He held his hands down at his side.  He took a final breath and silence filled the building.  In one motion, almost faster than the eye could see, his hands and arms shot up above his head and he released the objects he was holding.  They flew upwards spinning end over end thirty or forty feet before hitting the peak of their ark and descending back down again.  They all seemed to strike the floor at the same time.  They landed perfectly behind, in front, and to either side of Thalo.  All perfectly spaced from each other and him.  The section of the floor Thalo was standing on slowly began to rotate clockwise, screwing itself deeper into the floor until there was an opening barely big enough for Jeth to squeeze into.  Jeth started forward and crammed himself into the opening and down the stairs, not even checking to see if Sky and Cole followed.
 
   They both brought their helmets back up when they entered the stairwell because it was pitch black.  They tried cycling through all the vision functions but none seemed to be able to penetrate the inky blackness of the stair.  An indeterminate amount of time later, the stairs leveled out into a hallway where the light was slightly better.  Jeth, Sky and Cole stepped just off the stairs while Thalo presumably went to turn on the lights.  He did just that and blindingly bright light flooded the room.  Cole blinked away some tears as his eyes got adjusted to the brightly lit room.
 
   He peered around, taking in his surroundings and let out a low whistle at what he saw.  At first glance he would have thought he was in a military facility by the way things looked.  There were charts and maps projected onto walls, a rack of weapons lined another wall and desks and computers took up more space. There were small vehicles parked in the back.  “What is this place?”  Cole asked.
 
   Jeth ignored the question and wandered over to a machine on the wall by the chart projections.  A moment later he walked back with a mountain of steaming food and sat on the floor and ate.
 
   “Ignore Jeth and his horrible manners.  When he exerts himself like he did earlier, he must replace his energy stores, he does not carry around extra food storage like we do.  He is all muscle and no reserves, so he must eat often.  As to what this place is, it is for you.  It was built by my people as a haven and resource for you to use.  There are many places like this throughout the galaxy but this one was our responsibility to maintain and make ready should you ever show up here, and to pass it along when our time was done if you had not.  It is, I am afraid a very long story so why don’t we get comfortable and I will tell it, as it was told to me.  Please make use of the food and restrooms to freshen yourselves up.”  He did just that, ordering up some of his own food and going to sit besides Jeth.  Cole got a weird feeling like they were doing more than just sitting and eating.  He sensed some kind of communicating was going on between them.  
 
   “You hungry?”  He asked Sky
 
   “Not particularly,” she responded
 
   “Good, neither am I.  Can we get on with the story telling please?”  Cole asked as he and Sky wheeled two chairs over in front of Jeth and Thalo.  
 
   Thalo released a long sigh before answering.  “What has become of the galaxy when one cannot even finish ones meal?”  He glanced up at Jeth.  “Are you sure you don’t want to tell them?”  He asked the giant.
 
   “You’re the one with the pretty words and love of his own voice, the honor’s all yours.”  Jeth said as he leaned back and closed his eyes.  “I have heard it before so I’m going to catch some sleep.”  In moments he was quietly snoring away.
 
   “Ingrate.  Don’t let the big dumb act fool you, Jeth is much smarter than he looks.  Ahh, now, where to begin.  This will be easier if we just start at the beginning, as all good stories must.   We were second only to the Nixa among the ranks of the Pure Humans allies.  We were the second and third sentient beings discovered by your ancestors.  Until the point when the Pures discovered our two planets, Jeth’s and my people didn’t know each other existed.  Our worlds were locked in orbit on opposite sides of our sun.  Neither of our peoples had achieved space travel and were not very sophisticated scientifically.”  Thalo’s stiff posture began to relax as he told his story.
 
   “To be honest we were little more than barbarians roaming our world, we had no purpose or direction in our lives.  We lacked the ambition to better our existence and had lived the same nomadic lives for countless centuries and millennia.  Your ancestors changed all of that in a few short days.  When they arrived on our world, they already spoke our languages and knew our customs.  They showed us what we were missing as a people but still there was no rush to learn or change.  When they brought the first of Jeth’s people to our world to visit us, all of that changed.  That meeting produced the first sets of bond mates.  The Pures then explained to us their theory of quantum separation.”  As soon as those words left Thalo’s mouth, Cole’s body whet ridged and he fell over onto Sky.
 
   Sky went into Doctor mode in an instant.  She rolled Cole over onto his back and pried his eyes open.  “What did you do to him?”  She shouted at the two.  Jeth had woken instantly to the change in atmosphere of the room.
 
   “Nothing we swear.”  Cried Thalo as he hurried to Cole’s side.  Sky shoved him away and if looks could kill, Thalo would have been dead on the floor next to Cole.  Sky only spared the one glance at Thalo before returning her attention to Cole.  She checked his vital signs first.  She could see his chest rising and falling in a steady rhythm and was getting a strong but rapid pulse.  “Look at his ears.”  Jeth said quietly and pointed to his head.  Sky rolled Cole’s head to the side and saw a thin trickle of blood starting to crawl down his neck from his ear.  She rolled his head to the other side and saw the same thing.
 
   “I swear on Cole’s life if you don’t tell me what you did, I will make sure you two never leave this room alive.”  Sky screamed as she yanked her pistol out of its holster.  Her hand was shaking as she pointed it at Thalo but he was close enough that she wouldn’t miss.
 
   Thalo looked at Jeth and shared silent communication.  He looked back to Sky and sighed profoundly.  “You are correct we did do something, but it shouldn’t have done this to him.  All of those trained to set up and maintain stations like this are told this story, it hasn’t changed in twenty thousand years.  His people taught it to us in order for us to tell it to him.  When we helped the Pures to prepare for their inevitable defeat, they told us that when they returned sometime in the distant future they would have all of their old knowledge but it would have to be unlocked from their brain.  It would take a certain combination of words in a certain setting to unlock some of those memories.  The story of how we first bonded was the trigger for unlocking some of those memories.  We were never told this would happen though.”  He locked his eyes on Sky’s.  “We are very sorry, we never meant for this to happen.  We were doing the duty laid upon us twenty thousand years ago by his people and we would not shirk from that sacred duty.”
 
   Tears in her eyes Sky looked at Thalo.  She choked down her rage and said.  “You will get us back to our ship and aid, however you can, in helping him.”  Her gun hand had steadied into an immovable object.  “You will do so now or I will shoot you both and have the ship fight its way here.  Move.”
 
   Jeth glanced at Thalo before standing up and moving to pick up Cole.  “Keep up then Nixa we will be moving at top speed and will not stop for stragglers.”  Thalo and Jeth turned to head back up the stairs and out of the building.
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   “Cole, snap out of it.”  The harsh words were accompanied by a sudden slap to his face.  Cole was up in an instant, head swimming, trying to figure out what was going on.
 
   “What the hell happened?”  He asked not sure if he had said it out loud or only thought it.
 
   “Unfortunate timing is what happened.  You are moving faster than I thought you would to be perfectly honest.  The Twin Worlders, while boon companions, are unlocking things in your memory before you are ready.  You are currently unconscious and being transported back to your ship.  It was just too soon.”  He muttered quietly to himself lost in thought.
 
   Cole felt a little better and got to his feet.  “I don’t get it.  What happened too soon?  I thought that was the point of programming the knowledge into me, so I could remember the things you people used to know?”
 
   Coles ancestor, Jarrod, walked forward and placed both his hands on either side of Cole’s face.  He peered intently into Cole’s eyes for a time before snorting and letting him go.  “The problem is that your brain had only just recently finished the change that Dr. Sky had forced on it.  It was finally used to the new chemicals and synapse brought about by that change.  Unfortunately it did not have the time to finish the final program that was organizing the information stored in your genes.  The word combination, location and in the presence of a bonded pair of Twin Worlders unlocked some of that information.  Your brain nearly tore itself apart trying to dredge up the required information.  I had to intervene and shut down your conscious mind.  So to the others you just suddenly went limp and probably started to bleed from your ears.”  He started to pace restlessly back and forth.  “Your body and mind will require some rest for a while until your brain sorts things out.”
 
   Cole reached out and stopped Jarrod mid pace.  “Can I trust the Twin Worlders?  Were they that great of allies to you?”  Cole let him go and stared at Jarrod.
 
   “Yes, undeniably a definite yes.  Next to the Nixa they were loyal allies and friends for many thousands of years.  They are an important part of the plan in place to aid you and your mission.  They are strong, stalwart and very capable warriors and spies.  You would be very foolish indeed to go to war without them on your side.”  Jarrod closed his eyes and concentrated for a moment. “We have arrived at your ship and the Doctor is putting you in the med bay.  I have to go now so you can process the information they unlocked.  We will see each other again soon, have no fear and I can explain more then.  Good bye.”  He slowly faded from sight.  
 
   Cole looked around the emptiness of his mind and tried to bring forth the information.  He didn’t have any luck and quickly gave up.  He hoped he was at least going to wake up soon, his mind was a pretty boring place without Jarrod to talk to.  Suddenly his mind felt like it split in two.  He fell to the ground clutching his head in his hands and shrieking his voice horse.  The pain fled as fast as it had come and Cole looked up sharply, knowledge gleamed in his eyes.
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   “The problem I have found with the way my ancestors programmed humanity to remember their knowledge is that it is extremely hard to unlock.  It requires three Major components.  First, you have to be in the right place.  Second, you have to be with the right people.  Third, they have to say the right things to get the process started.  There are some things that just seem to randomly come to the surface at times, I just never paid attention to them before.   Now when I think back on it I find myself realizing that I knew some things I shouldn’t.  I was always horrible at math and science in High School.  I sat down today and wrote out the mathematical calculations for using gravity collectors.  I understood everything I wrote out.  I think I will sit down and rifle through my brain for a bit and see what other knowledge is lurking around in there.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Cole awoke to the sound of arguing.  He kept his eyes closed and listened in on the argument.  “How many times can I tell you the same thing?  Nowhere in our instructions did it say that the descendant would be harmed by the releasing of the information.  In fact, it is required that we give the test to all we think could be the ones.  He was supposed to hear the words and respond with the knowledge, not pass out and go comatose.”  That sounded like Thalo talking and the response was defiantly Sky.
 
   “He is our last hope and if you damaged him in any way I can’t repair, you and I are going to have a problem.”
 
   Cole cracked his eyes open and glanced around.  They were back on the ship and in the med bay, Cole was strapped onto the table in the middle of the room and Sky apparently had every device in the med bay hooked up to him.  His nanites were reporting that he had suffered a mild seizure before his brain had shut down.  No permanent damage but he would have a head ache for a while.  “It is no longer a theory, when the Pures discovered your two worlds they studied them and the people on them for almost two hundred years before they made public contact.  They proved one of the hardest theories they had ever postulated by proving that quantum separation existed and could be harnessed.  Quantum Separation states that when the universe came into existence every piece of matter created had an exact counterpart and the two pieces of matter would always be linked ignoring space and time as barriers.  They had thought the theory improvable due to the vast size of the universe and the low odds of finding a set of matching material.  Until they found the Twin Worlds that is.  It is the one place they had found so far that had the paired matter in the same area.  They studied the effect of the separation for two centuries and discovered that bringing the matter together in the form of sentient beings, created something greater than the two individuals.”  He took a breath before continuing.
 
   “After revealing themselves to your people and helping them create a bonding ritual to bring the two individuals together, they started to search the planet and match other nonliving matter to their duplicate matter.  Using this matter, they made the first point to point communicators that time and space did not affect.  Because the matter is linked and ignores the distance between them, they were perfect for galaxy wide communications in real time.  That is why it’s not a theory but fact.”
 
   Sky was staring at him speechless, Thalo began to clap.  “Bravo, you are the one we have been waiting for.  I hope I did not cause you to much undue stress with my little test, but as I told the good doctor there, it was necessary.”  They both moved closer to Cole.
 
    
 
   “Apparently it was a matter of bad timing on your part.  My brain is still sorting the information the Pures stored in my DNA and you activated some of the information before I was ready, my brain went into overdrive trying to find the specific info your code was looking for.”  Cole reached out and grabbed Sky’s hand.  “Really, I’m okay.  The nanites repaired the physical damage and my brain protected itself by rebooting and sorting the information before waking me back up.”  Cole sat up and instantly regretted doing so.  He let out a soft moan and dropped his head into his hands.  “I could use something for this headache though.”
 
   Sky grabbed something out of the drawer and pressed it to the back of Cole’s head.  “Mild pain killer that should help with the headache.”  She walked around and sat down next to Cole.  “I am sorry for how I reacted towards you Thalo.”
 
   “I always refuse an apology from a beautiful woman who has done nothing to merit apologizing, you were just worried about your commander and it’s completely understandable.”  Thalo responded with a regal bow.  “I am a little hurt that the commander went to such great lengths to avoid listening to my story though.  Oh well, another time perhaps.”
 
   “I know everything that happened up until the Purge War.  What I need to know is what happened next and why are you calling me commander?”
 
   “How disappointing, I was looking forward to that part of the story.  Life goes on I guess and so do I.  After the Purge War was started by the Esii and Roche, we, along with the Nixa and a few other races did what we could to help the Pures fight back.  We were all ill prepared for a war at the time so we started by trying to buy time for our forces to build up some kind of response to the threat.  They had been preparing longer and were pushing us too hard.  The part that you know, is that the Pures finally told the allied races to get distance between themselves in hopes the Esii and the Roche would leave them alone.  At that point, the Pures went from trying to fight to trying to survive.  We were recruited to find the worlds that the Pures would use to ensure their survival.  We found the ten sites in the galaxy they needed, to preserve their future.  We were also entrusted with the knowledge of some of the code phrases that would unlock the knowledge hidden in you.  We were sworn to aide your return to the galaxy.  As a people, we owe you our lives.  Near the end of the war the Esii were shifting their focus from your people to their allies.  The Pures, knowing that if they didn’t do something to help, knew that the Esii would destroy the allied races and take control of the galaxy.  They finished their preparations on the colony worlds and systems, and massed their fleet for a final attack.  All remaining Pures in the galaxy came together for an all out attack on the Esii home world, an attack they knew would fail.  It failed in one sense because the Pures lost every one of their ships and disappeared from the galaxy at that point, but it also succeeded.”  At this point in his tale Thalo placed his hand on his chest and hung his head for a moment in silence.
 
   “The Pures succeeded in drawing the Majority of Esii and Roche fleets to the Esii home world for one final battle of epic proportions.  They lost but in that sacrifice they destroyed almost ninety percent of the traitors combined fleet, rendering them impotent as a future power in the galaxy.  With help from some of the allied races, the Twin Worlds were cleansed of the taint the Esii had brought to our worlds.  For that sacrifice we call you commander and our people will follow you to the ends of the universe if need be to repay that debt.  So all that is left now is to travel to your colony to pick up more humans, to man the Pures ships and bring war to our enemies.”
 
   “You didn’t tell him?”  Cole asked quietly.
 
   “No, I didn’t even think to.”  Sky responded.
 
   “I am afraid that you’re looking at one of the last two humans in the known galaxy, my world was destroyed by the Esii after they found out what the Admiral of Sector One was up to.”  Cole spent the next few minutes telling the story of his capture, the medical alterations to his body and brain, his escape and the discovery of his planets destruction.  As Cole told his story he kept a close eye on the Twin Worlder.  He watched as the beings’ hopes of carrying the long lost war to the Esii crumbled and when he reached the end of his story he could tell the Twin Worlder was at a loss for words.
 
   “That is what brought us to this place.  I need to find allies that will help us take revenge and shove it down the Esii’s throat.  I need allies that are not affiliated with any world’s government.  Allies that are willing to follow me to wherever that ship out there is parked, to destroy it and give us a fighting chance of getting other worlds to join our cause.  I will not jeopardize other worlds, if we lose to the kind of attack the Esii can do with that ship.  Are you and Jeth willing to go that far with me?  Do you have the courage to restart this war?  Will you take it as far as you can take it?”  Cole looked at Thalo waiting for his response.  Thalo stiffened his spine and stood ramrod straight.  He held his head high and slammed his fist to his chest.
 
   “I will follow you to the gates of hell itself and be glad of it the whole way.”  He walked forward and grabbed Cole’s outstretched hand in his own.
 
   From just outside the doorway in the hall, Cole heard Jeth’s response.  “If I could fit through the damn door I would shake your hand too and if I spoke like him I would say something poetic as well.  Since I can’t do either I’ll just say count me in and salute you from here.”  Cole chuckled a bit at that and responded.
 
   “That’s good enough for me, Jeth.  I had hoped you would be a matching set.  Now, on to other business.  Hal, you there old buddy?”  Cole asked.
 
   “Yes, I guess I should call you commander too now that you have three whole people to command.”  Hal’s response came over the intercom.
 
   “Can you explain to these gentlemen about how the ship works and what needs to be done to them to allow them to interface with it?  I also want you to start searching the database for the other eight possible locations that Thalo mentioned in his story.  We may have more humans in the galaxy than we thought.”  Cole got to his feet, his head already feeling better.  “Stay and talk with Hal a while Thalo, Sky will stay here to help explain what Hal glosses over.  I need some food and a shower to make me feel normal again.”  As Cole got up, Thalo saluted him again and Sky gave his hand a quick squeeze before he departed the med bay for his room.  Jeth finally got to shake Cole’s hand as he exited the room and Cole realized that they may want to upgrade to one of the bigger ships if they would be getting more of the large Worlders in their crew.  He staggered down the hallway and up to his cabin where he ordered up some food and drink.  He sat down with his meal and half heartedly began to eat. 
 
   The galaxy was a messed up place and however indirectly, Cole’s ancestors were partly responsible.  In his mind that made him partly responsible.  His people sacrificed themselves to give the rest of the galaxy a fighting chance at some kind of a life not under the dominating rule of the Esii.  He was proud of them for that but he knew now he had to finish what they had started thousands of years ago.  Now, after hearing the stories and reading all he could on the histories in the ship’s data banks, Cole had the sneaking feeling that something, or someone, had been or still was, behind the Purge War and recent attack on Earth.  That problem would have to wait, the Esii and their ship had to be dealt with first.  He was slowly building his crew but he still needed the location and he hoped that the Worlders had some insights into that problem as well.
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                 “I don’t feel well enough to do much of a log today so I am going to keep this one short. Working with Jeth and Thalo is worse than working with identical twins.  They always seem to have a sense of where the other is at any given time and if they are in line of sight they seem to be able to communicate telepathically.  They can exchange ideas and information fast as thought, between the two of them and I get the feeling that I never hear the full conversation when they are talking to each other. Regardless they are solid companions and seem to be worthy of my trust.”  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   For the second time in his life in space, Cole was awakened by the blaring sound of the klaxon echoing through the ship.  Before he even realized it Cole was up and running to the bridge.  It took him a moment before he began to wonder what the hell could be attacking the ship while it was on the ground.  He slowed to a walk and yelled out to Hal.  “Hal what’s going on?  We under attack or something?”
 
   “Commander, I recommend you meet the others on the bridge and see for yourself.”  Cole sped up again and was the last one on the bridge.  The walls and ceiling were all set to view mode so Cole got a good look at the docking bay the ship was still sitting in.  The Thrashodon ship was still to their immediate right with the unknown ship to the right of it.  The big cargo doors were open and streaming through them were about a hundred Thrashodons in full battle gear.  Gone was the rag tag appearance the others had.  These guys were ready for war, they all had on full body armor and some serious looking firepower.  They came to a stop in ten ranks of ten and were at full attention.  Nobody moved.  From the outer chamber came the sounds of footsteps.  The biggest, ugliest Thrashodon Cole had seen so far, walked in and moved to the front of the formation.  He stood more at ease than attention and started to speak.  
 
   “I demand challenge rights from the Captain of this ship!”  That was it, that was all he said.
 
   “What the hell, can’t these assholes leave me alone?” Cole muttered under his breath.  “Hal, give me the outside intercom please.”  He saw a green light pop on giving him a means to address the outside of the ship.  “Go away, I am done killing your people and I never wanted to be involved in your affairs.”  Cole waited for a response.  The lead Thrashodon made a gesture to someone outside of the hanger.
 
   “That’s the leader of the Thrashodon thug gangs here on Pitt,” Whispered Thalo to Cole.  “You have made a mean enemy and I don’t envy you.”
 
   “If he wants to go one more time he is screwed because I have this nice ship to protect me and all he has is that armor.  I would bet on me.”  Cole replied.
 
   “But he challenged you, you aren’t going to accept?”  Thalo asked disbelievingly. “It’s kind of an honor among leaders here in the underworld.  You have humiliated him and his men twice now.  The only way for him to save face and remain in control is to fight you one on one.  If he wins he regains the respect of his people, if you win they will leave you alone forever.”
 
   “I don’t care if he thinks I did anything to him, at the moment my only concern is dealing with the Esii and their ship.  He can take his honor to the grave with him if he thinks I’m going out there to fight him.”  Cole looked at his companions gauging their reaction.  Sky seemed happy to hear him refuse the challenge while Thalo and Jeth seemed ready to fight.  Ten more Thrashodons walked into the hanger dragging a large crate with them.
 
    
 
   “Cole, I am detecting massive amounts of radiation coming from that crate.  My detectors are picking up weapon grade uranium also.  If that’s a bomb it is big enough to take out most of the city.”  Hal said matter of factly.  “I don’t even know if the ship could survive a hit this close if we don’t get the shields up in time.”
 
   “Shit,” Cole muttered to himself.  “What are the rules to this challenge thing?”  Cole asked Thalo.
 
   “You can’t seriously be thinking of accepting his challenge are you?”  Sky asked Cole.
 
   “What choice do I have?  If I don’t, he appears ready to blow up the city in order to make a try for me.  I can’t let him do that.”  Cole was interrupted by the Thrashodon leader.
 
   “I challenge the Captain of this ship to single combat and if I am refused I will detonate this bomb killing everyone in this hanger.”  With that he turned and barked out an order to his men.  They hastily shifted position to make a fully enclosed circle with the Thrashodon leader at its middle.  The leader began stripping away his armor until he only wore a loin cloth.  He began pacing around the circle.  
 
   “Damn it, talk as we walk Thalo.”  Cole turned and started heading to the rear of the ship and the debarking ramp.
 
   “It is a fairly straight forward challenge.  You will fight with melee weapons until one of you is dead.  There are no illegal attacks and no outside help is permitted.  No guns of any kind either.  Fist, feet, teeth, nails and a small hand held melee weapon, are all that can be used.”  Thalo grew silent as they approached the ramp leading out of the ship.  
 
   “Hal, I want you be ready in case they break the rules and all come at me please.  I will try to get down as low as possible in order to stay out of your way.”  Cole got to the ramp and stopped.  He turned to face his crew.  He stepped backwards onto the ramp and activated the energy shield that protected the ship in space.  “Don’t let these guys off the ship either.  They will just get in the way, if you need to mow down some Thrashodons.”  Cole looked at Sky and winked.  “Don’t worry I’ll be fine.  I have been training with you remember.”  Cole turned and walked away before she had a chance to say anything.
 
   He got to the bottom of the ramp and stepped out onto the deck.  He took a calming breath and turned to head to the front of the ship.  As he came out under the nose, the circle of Thrashodons parted to allow him into the middle.  He stopped about ten feet from the Thrashodon leader.  They looked at each other for a few moments.  “You will wear armor for this challenge?”  Asked the leader.
 
   “I’m not stupid,” Cole replied as he started to limber up.  “I’ll bet that skin of yours is pretty tough and I am sure you won’t take it off to even things up.  I figure this makes things a little fairer.”  Cole finished the movements he was making to loosen his muscles.  “This is your last chance, I didn’t want to get involved in your affairs.  We landed at the wrong place at the wrong time and the little guys you were fighting dragged us into this mess.  I am more than happy to say we are even and go our separate ways.”
 
   “Regardless of what happened initially, you have exposed a weakness I didn’t know I had.  I must correct that weakness.”  With that he reached into his waistband and pulled out a wicked looking knife.  It was sharply curved and about four inches long.  He held it so that it rested flat against his forearm.  
 
   Cole reached behind his back and pulled out the knife he had grabbed as he exited the ship.  It looked like a basic combat knife.  Edged sharp on one side and saw tooth on the other.  It was about six inches long and Cole held it in front of him parallel, to the ground.  They both went into a crouch and started to circle each other.  Cole’s adrenalin kicked in and time did its little slow down again.  It was just in time too because the leader chose that moment to launch his attack.  He covered the distance between them in one quick bound.  Even to Cole’s increased synapse speed, it looked very fast.  Cole ducked and rolled off to his right avoiding the knife, which led the leaders attack.  Cole finished his roll on his feet.  He turned to meet the next wild charge the leader made.  Their knives flashed by too fast for the unaided eye to see.  Sparks flew at each contact, sometimes so fast as to blend from one flash into another.  It was almost like looking into a welder’s torch at times.  Finally, after thirty seconds of furious action they both shoved each other away breaking the contact.  Cole was panting heavily, while the Leader appeared barely winded by the bout.  “First blood is mine.”  He said to Cole.  Cole glanced down and saw a shallow gash in his chest.  It wasn’t too deep but it was enough that it cut through the fabric and slit the skin underneath.
 
   Cole barely felt the sting of the wound and his nanites were already repairing the damage.  They reported one minute until they had it healed.  Cole flashed a grin at the Thrashodon leader.  Talking was for the movies and chumps, he sprinted forward and tackled the leader mid-waist.  He led with his shoulder and heard the satisfying sound of breath whooshing out of the leader’s chest.  Cole landed squarely on top of him and brought his knife around from the right trying for a quick kill by slitting his throat.  The Thrashodon imposed his arm in front of Cole’s knife at the last second.  Cole’s knife dug deep into the Thrashodon’s arm and brought out a big splash of blood.  The Thrashodon twisted his arm in a quick motion and managed to use the leverage of the knife being trapped in his arm, to yank it from Cole’s fingers.  The Thrashodon had lost his own knife in the tumble and was trying to get Cole flipped over onto his back.  Cole ignored the attempts and got both hands around the Thrashodon’s neck.  He put all his power into squeezing with his hands.  The Thrashodon began to laugh.  It was at that point that Cole realized that he may have taken the wrong tactic and started trying to get off the Thrashodon and get his knife back.  The leader was having none of that.  He held his hands in front of Cole and extended the meanest looking claws out of his fingers that Cole had seen ever.  Cole got his feet under him and vaulted off the leader just before he took all those claws in his face.  Unfortunately, he jumped further away from his own weapon.  He spun around to meet the new charge of the leader.  This time he came at Cole claws first.
 
   Cole managed to grab the leader’s arms at the wrists which locked them into a contest of strength.  The leader steadily pushed his claws closer to Cole.  Cole instantly knew he couldn’t win a fight by strength alone, he needed an edge against this beast.  He needed his weapon back.  Faster than the leader could react, Cole dropped backwards pulling on the leaders arms while planting his foot into his belly.  Cole hit his butt hard and kept rolling onto his back.  He thrust as hard as he could with his leg and threw the leader back over his head to land in the ranks of his men. Cole stopped his momentum and scrambled over to his lost weapon, he also picked up the leader’s curved knife along the way.  He got to his feet and spun to meet the attack he knew had to be right behind him.  He wasn’t wrong.  He brought both knives up along his forearm to catch the claws of the leader.  Cole held them still for a moment and gave a little smile.  In one motion he threw his hands out wide exposing the leader’s chest.  
 
   Before the leader could get his claws back into defend himself, Cole had buried both knives, hilt deep, into the leader’s chest.  Cole backed off hoping he had hit something vital.  They stared at each other for a moment.  The leader slowly fell to his knees then to his chest, which pushed the tips of the knives out of his back.  Cole quickly looked up expecting an attack for the leader’s men.  As one they all hit their closed fists to their chest and turned and filed out just as orderly as they had come in, taking the bomb with them.  The last of them to leave stopped and lifted the body of their leader and took him with them.  Cole let out a slow whistle.  He looked back up at the ship and gave it two thumbs up.  That’s when he noticed all the tears in the arms of his suit and into his skin.  He hadn’t gotten away as clean as he thought when he’d jumped off the leader.  His nanites were reporting on the injuries and would have them taken care of in no time.  Cole gave one final look around and headed to the rapidly descending front ramp of the ship.  Sky met him on the deck and had her medic bag with her.
 
   “Sit, and let me look at your arms and chest.”  She grabbed out a pair of very sharp scissors designed to cut through second skin.  She had him shirtless in moments.  She started to clean him up and administer first aid.
 
   Thalo and Jeth were not far behind her, coming down the ship.  “In all my years and in all the fights I have ever been in, I have never seen anyone move like you did in there.  You are most impressive and one would be wise to avoid angering you.  Not me, of course, because we are great friends now so I do not have to worry about you picking a fight with me.”  He gave Cole a great theatrical bow.
 
   “All joking aside,” Jeth shot Thalo a withering look.  “You fought a great match, one to be proud of.  I have heard some of the stories about that particular Thrashodon.  He wasn’t very pleasant and until today hadn’t lost a challenge.  You are truly the warrior to lead us.”  Jeth walked over and shook Cole’s hand.
 
   “Thanks you two.  I appreciate it.”  He winced when Sky got to cleaning his fresher wounds.  “Ouch, Sky.  Just let my nanites take care of the healing okay.”
 
   “Do Thrashodons look very hygienic to you Cole?”  She continued before he had a chance to answer her.  “They do disgusting things with their claws and it is best if I spend some time cleaning the wounds out now and avoid the need for the nanites to fight some weird infection you got because it hurt a little to clean it.”
 
   “Yes ma’am.”  Cole said reproachfully and let her finish doing her job.  It only took a few moments before she was done and they got ready to re-board the Retribution.
 
   “Jeth and I need to return to our ship for a few things that we left behind.  We will be right back.”  They turned and walked off to the right of the Retribution, passed the Thrashodon’s ship and up to the third ship in the hanger.  As they approached it, the boarding ramp began to lower admitting them onboard.
 
   “That’s how he spotted us.  He was in the hanger when we landed.”  With the mysteries of who the third ship belonged to and how Thalo had been able to find him when they had first gotten here, now solved, Cole and Sky walked up the Retribution’s ramp and headed for his cabin to change and grab some breakfast.
 
   As Cole ate the fuel his body and nanites needed to heal and do the repair work, he decided to ask Sky about the only other human alive in the galaxy.  “How is she doing Sky?  Has there been any change in her status?”
 
   “I am sorry Cole, she is done healing all her injuries but still remains in a coma.  I took her off the sedatives when we got you back on the ship earlier, but she has shown no signs of waking up yet.  There may have been some brain damage suffered when she hit her head.  There is nothing more I can do for her at this time.  Unless I can give her some of the nanites and see if they can find and repair any damage to her brain?”  Sky looked like she was having mixed emotions at this thought.  
 
   “Do it.  We may need another human who can access everything in the ship in case of an emergency.  Damn it, I didn’t want to but it’s better for her to live and be angry at messing with her body than see her laying in a coma for God knows how long.”  Cole slammed his fist onto the table in anger.  “Damn the Esii!”  Cole swore as he swept his arm across the table in front of him sending the remains of his breakfast flying into the wall.  Plates and glasses shattered on impact with the wall.  “Go ahead Sky, get started, I will be there shortly.”  He placed his elbows on the table and cradled his head in his hands.  
 
   He didn’t hear Sky get up and leave the room.  He had given up on life once before, he wasn’t about to do it again.  He was going to use everything he could to make this galaxy a safer place for all beings to live.  In order to do that he had to fight and order people into dangerous situations.  He needed another human capable of interfacing with these ships.  He wasn’t going to give her a chance to say no.  He felt like an asshole.  She was in a coma and she had no say in the matter.  He had decided for her and it wouldn’t be the last decision he made for someone else.  His decisions were going to put people into harm’s way.  Some may never return, some may be broken by the experience.
 
   Well, if he had to make these choices for himself and others then they would be for the right reasons.  Not revenge or Retribution but for the safety of all beings in the galaxy and their freedom.  He stood and began to clean up the mess he’d made of his breakfast.
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   “I was scared shitless.  I couldn’t believe I had to fight that monster.  Of course I never let on I was scared to death but I had never felt fear like that before in my life.  When those claws shot out of his hands I thought I had actually shit myself.  It is nothing like in the movies or on TV.  Its sweat and blood.  The smells coming off that thing almost made me gag a couple of times.  Thank god for that second skin, otherwise I wouldn’t have been able to hold onto the knives there at the end.  I must have sweated off ten pounds of water weight by the end of it.  If I never have to do something like that again, it will be too soon.  Of all the battle experiences I have had so far I much prefer a nice gun fight to one-on-one combat.  Speaking of which, I had that damn song from the Mortal Kombat movie stuck in my head the whole time.  Talk about distracting.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After picking up the mess in his room, Cole headed out to the med bay to check on Sky and their Jane Doe.  Cole hoped she would wake up soon after the nanites got into her system.  He really wanted to know her name and talk to a familiar face.  He passed Jeth and Thalo loading some crates onto the Retribution.  “Need any help?”  Cole offered as he walked by.
 
   “No, I can carry them by myself.”  Supplied Jeth.  “Thalo just likes to feel as though he is actually helping.
 
   “The instruments in these cases are very delicate and I must be here to help or the big lummox would smash them all to pieces.  I couldn’t go through a whole war without them, so I must ensure they are not dropped, slammed, or smashed by my overly large friend here.”  Jeth shifted the center of gravity on the crate they were carrying, shifting most of its weight into Thalo’s hands.  Thalo grunted and staggered under the added weight.  “Point taken,” he groaned as Jeth got the majority of the weight back in his arms.
 
   “Just thought I would offer a hand. Come to the bridge when you’re done shifting your things over.  We need to have a sit down and discuss things.”  They grunted their agreement and Cole walked away.  He came to the med bay and ducked through the door into the room.  Jane Doe was again center stage in the bay, and hooked up to every piece of equipment in the facility.  Sky was intently monitoring the readouts looking for any complications.  
 
   “Any change since you gave her the nanites?”  Cole asked quietly, not wanting to break Sky’s concentration.
 
   After a while Sky said.  “No and that’s a little weird.  Come over here and look at this.”  She waived him forward.  “See this right here?”  She asked pointing to a monitor with wavy green lines on it.  “This is her brain function.”  She brought up a second monitor showing the same colored lines but in a totally different pattern.  “These are your brain waves.  They should be relatively close to each other but hers read like they belong to some other species.  I have no idea what is causing it.”
 
   “Could it be because she is in a coma?”  Cole asked her.
 
   “No, when she was in a coma her lines were basically flat, no activity at all.  I injected the nanites into her and they immediately started to report on some significant damage to her brain, more than she could have sustained from a blow to the head.  They started to repair the damage and as they did, brain function started to return.  Just the wrong kind of brain function.  I don’t recognize this as belonging to any known species and I have tested countless humans, enough to know it doesn’t match your kind.  I can’t explain it, it doesn’t make sense.  We are just going to have to see how she reacts when she regains consciousness.  It just doesn’t make any sense.”  Cole knew she was worried because Sky never wasted words repeating herself.
 
   “There has got to be a reasonable explanation for it.  We just have to figure it out.”  Cole tried to reassure her.  “She will be fine, don’t worry.”  He walked up and placed his arm over her shoulders.  “Now if everything is in hand here lets go meet Thalo and Jeth on the bridge.”
 
   “Give me few a more minutes and I will be right there.  I am waiting on some final test results to be reported by her nanites.”  She reached up and squeezed Cole’s hand.  Cole turned and walked out of the med bay and into the hallway.
 
   “Hal, send Thalo and Jeth to the bridge when they are done moving in, please.”  He turned and headed towards the bridge.
 
   It took the better part of an hour for Thalo and Jeth to finish what they were doing and climb up to the bridge.  Cole was going over some information he had Hal display for him on the command console.  He looked up to see all three of them quietly talking.  “Sorry, was just trying to familiarize myself with some of the galactic layout.  We need crew and we need them soon.”  Cole said as he jumped right into the meat of the meeting.  “I figure we need to be able to staff one of the bigger sized battleships at the dry docks.  Hal has informed me that we need at least two hundred men at a minimum to make it and the Retribution combat effective, more if possible.  We are running short of humans at the moment so we need to expand our recruiting pool.  Any suggestions, barring going through official government channels and drawing the Esii’s attention to a specific world?”
 
   Thalo looked a little guilty and hesitated a bit before he spoke.  “Umm, I took the liberty of sending the recall order out through the general network.  To be blunt, I activated the other sleeper cells tasked with helping the Pures return.  In total there are one-hundred and one of our people preparing for your orders and waiting for a meeting place.  We, as a group, are not officially sanctioned by our government and should draw no attention by slipping away quietly from the worlds they live on.”
 
   “One-oh-One, that’s an odd number for beings who live in pairs,” Sky pointed out.
 
   Thalo was hesitant again.  “Yes. Well, the single one is a bit odd himself.  It happens sometimes when one of our people doesn’t have a bond mate or their bond mate dies.  He is a solid agent and we can rely on him, I swear by him if that helps.  There is no one else in the galaxy I would rather have by my side in a fight.”  Jeth shot Thalo a hard look.  “Well no one besides Jeth that is.”
 
   “Sounds fine to me.  Now we need at least ninety-nine more.”  Cole was thoughtful.  “Any ideas on the remainder?”
 
   “I believe those positions are about to be filled,” Hal’s voice chimed in over the com.  Hal turned on the exterior views of the ship.  The hanger was slowly filling with Nixa.  Lots of Nixa.  Standing in front of them was Major Fury and he wasn’t wearing his uniform.
 
   “Oh no, what has he done?”  Whispered Sky as she got up and started to head for the exit.  “Please stay here Cole, let me talk with him first.”  Cole nodded acceptance to her and watched her leave the bridge.
 
   “I hope that Major has some thick skin.”  Jeth rumbled.  “She don’t look too happy.”
 
   “Now that the crew seems to be taken care of, we need an AI to run the new ship’s systems.  Hal where are your people?”  Cole asked looking at the nearest comm speaker. Cole interrupted Hal before he could start speaking with another question.  “Also, can you manifest some visual image of yourself so I don’t feel weird talking to thin air?”
 
   There was silence for a moment.  “One moment please.”  Came his response.  Slowly the flat holo board that usually displayed the map of the galaxy started to change.  The stars disappeared to be replaced with an image of an older man with black hair going slightly grey at the temples.  It was an image of a man just passing his prime and had a look about him that spoke of confidence.   Cole stared at the image for a moment in silence.  “There is something about that face that looks familiar.   Use it for now.  It makes it easier to talk to you.  Now about those other AIs the Pures created for the fleet.”  Cole had shifted his attention over to look at Hal’s new holo body.
 
   “Quite simple really.  I have already downloaded the coordinates into the ships nav system.”  As he talked the holo map of the galaxy popped back up surrounding Hal’s body.  He walked a few inches to his right and stopped near the outer edge of the Milky Way.  He cupped his hands around a small dim star at the very edge.  “Here is the place of my people’s creation.  There are only one thousand of us living in the galaxy at the moment, and most of them should be there.  I have a specific one in mind to handle operations on board the battleship.  He has always been very trustworthy and reliable under pressure.  I am sure he will agree to come with us.”
 
   Sky walked back onto the bridge at this point and was accompanied by Major Fury.  They both walked up to stand directly in front of Cole.  Sky looked angry while the Major saluted and held his salute until Cole stood and returned it.
 
   “The former Major has something to ask you Cole.”  Sky said before returning to her seat.  Cole looked at the Major and waived him over to one of the empty seats.  Cole glanced at the view screen and noticed that the Nixa were still congregating outside his ship.
 
   “Commander, as of this morning, myself and a majority of the Nixa stationed here tendered our resignations to home world.  They accepted and notified us that a replacement force was in route.  I was chosen to represent my people here and ask for permission to join your crew.  The Doctor has informed us all of what this will entail and we are prepared to undergo any and all procedures necessary.”  He looked directly into Cole’s eyes and finished his speech.  “We will not fail you again or abandon you, no matter the odds.”
 
   Cole rose and extended his hand towards the Major.  “As I understand it your people fought fiercely along the side of mine.  Only stopping when mine ordered you to.  There is nothing for you to atone for but if you will stay and help, I will welcome you as an equal and a friend.”  The Major rose and grabbed Coles extended hand with his own, and they shook each other’s hands firmly never breaking eye contact.
 
   Cole looked to Hal and said.  “Can we get all of the Majors troops on board comfortably?”
 
   The figure walked out from the center of the galaxy where he had been gazing at the stars.  “It will be tight for some of them, but we can manage.  The trip is not long and they are soldiers used to small hardships.  They may want to bring some of their own food though because we are not capable of supplying so many at once.”
 
   Cole glanced at the Major.  “Major did you hear that?”
 
   “Yes Sir, I did.  I am no longer a Major if you remember.”  The last part hurt him to say out loud.
 
   “Well, I am the commander and I just called you a Major so that’s what you must be.”  Cole said with a grin.  The Major shot one back at him.
 
   “I guess that makes me supreme general or something.  Yes, supreme should definitely be in my title.”  Thalo was striking what he felt was dramatic pose.
 
   “Supreme pain in the ass is what you should be saying.  If the commander is dumb enough to put you in charge of anything other than speech writing, I may have to go AWOL.”  Jeth’s voice rumbled out.  This got a small chuckle from everyone on the bridge, including Thalo.
 
   “So we have part of the crew, the location of another AI, and more crew standing by.  Thalo where should we meet up with your people?”
 
   “Pick coordinates somewhere in deep space. Preferably somewhere they can safely leave their personal ships.  We definitely don’t want all those ships leaving a trail right to the fleet docks. I have one or two places I know of that could work.”  Thalo responded.
 
   “Okay pick a spot and get the word out.  How long until they can all assemble?”
 
    
 
   “Some are pretty far outside normal space lanes and it could take them a standard week or two to get there.”
 
   “Good that gives us time to get the new AI and the Nixa trained enough to be able to fly the battleship to the rendezvous point.  Sky, when I went exploring at the dry dock I saw a fairly large medical facility.  Can you handle getting your people ready for their nanites and bonding with the ship?  If you can do it alone, I will leave you at the docks while I take the Retribution to Hal’s people’s location and bring a new AI back.”
 
   “Yes, I should be able to handle it and there should be one or two medics in that bunch that knows how to give injections that can help out.”  She replied
 
   “Okay, we have our jobs.  Let’s get to it.  I want to be off this rock in two hours and on our way to the docks.  Any other questions?  No, then let’s get the Nixa on board and settled and get this bird flying.”  Cole felt a sense of elation fill his body.  They were finally starting to really get prepared for what he needed to do.  It was a small step but it was the core of what was sure to be an army of vengeance that would make the enemies of humanity pay for what they had done.  This was the beginning of the end.  Whether it was his end or his enemies would be something settled later, for right now he was content knowing that he would give his all to accomplish his goals.
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   “I actually find myself missing the cockiness of the rail thin Thalo and the quiet bulk of his bond mate Jeth.  I was too excited to be off on my own mission to let it affect me too much though.  Sky, on the other hand, is a different story.  I know I have feelings for her but what they mean is still uncertain to me at this time.  If we live through the first phases of this attack, it is something I will have to come to terms with.  We stayed on Pitt until the relief force of Nixa showed up and the Major was able to officially resign and hand over command to his replacement.  It was harder for him than he let on and I hope he doesn’t come to regret his decision.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Cole and Sky had been back at the ship yards for two standard days since saying good bye to Thalo and Jeth.  They had crammed the Nixa into every free space they could, aboard the Retribution, while the Worlders were off meeting their people and briefing them.  It had been a tight fit and Cole and Sky hadn’t had any time to themselves until they had arrived back in the system containing the already built ships and the dock facilities.  They had spent the last two days shuttling the Nixa volunteers down to the unoccupied ship yard base.  They had kept busy making it habitable for the Nixa and getting the med bay up and running.  Sky was going to have a rough time of it by herself, prepping and administering the nanites to the new crew.  She was confident she could train up the few Nixa field medics to be at least proficient enough to help her out.  Now that process was under way.  The ship had been emptied of soldiers and the lights were on and humming on the base located on one of the larger asteroids.  Cole had flown Sky and the Major down to the base in the small transport shuttle and was saying his goodbyes to Sky.
 
   Cole gripped Sky in a fierce embrace.  He whispered softly into her ear.  “We will only be gone a few days at the most, there should be no danger in this little task and I need you here to get your people ready to fight.”  He shifted his head so he could look into her eyes, then leaned forward and kissed her soundly.  They held that pose for twenty or so heart beats before finally breaking away a few inches.  “I will be careful and I will miss you.  Be safe and take care of everyone while I’m gone.”
 
   “I have been worrying over you since before you were born Cole and I reserve the right to continue to worry about you for the foreseeable future.  Go straight to the AIs and back here.  No sightseeing.  That’s an order.”  She rested her head against his chest inhaling his scent deep into her being as she clutched him to her body.
 
    “You will see.”  He was saying.  “I will be back before you know it and we will go rendezvous with the Twin Worlders and get this party going.  Keep a close eye on our patient as well.”  Cole had transferred the still unconscious astronaut from the Retribution’s med bay, to the bases’, so Sky could keep her under close observation.
 
    
 
   “I am still not sure what to make of her.”  Sky replied softly.  “She still doesn’t have anything remotely resembling normal brain function and I think there is more wrong with her mentally than the nanites can cure.”
 
   “All the more reason to keep her under constant observation.”  He leaned forward again and stole another kiss.  “Now I have to get going if I plan on making my timetable.  So please try not to worry,”  he said with a smile as he detangled himself from her embrace.  Cole rested his hand on the side of her face and stared at her.  Slowly he turned and headed back down the hallway that lead to the hanger bays.  Sky stood in the same spot he had left her, until he had left her line of sight.  She stared at the last spot she had seen him as he turned a corner.  She snuffled a little and dabbed at her eyes wiping her tears away.  A quiet voice sounded behind her.
 
   “Is that altogether wise of you, Doctor?”  It was the Major.  She turned to face him.
 
   “I don’t see how it is any of your business and I would ask you to stay out of my personnel affairs.”  She moved to go around the Major but he stepped in front of her blocking her way.  “Major let’s not get off on the wrong foot here please.  I have great respect for what you and your men are doing but I will not tolerate anyone interfering in Cole’s and my business.  I was stuck on that god forsaken ship for over twenty years.  I watched Cole grow from a baby into adulthood and I have loved him every step of the way.  If my being with him can replace any of the bad memories with good ones, then it is the least I can do for him.”  Anger flashed in her eyes as she spoke.
 
   “You misunderstand me Doctor.  All I meant was what about the one you were engaged to before your kidnapping?  He still waits for you on Nixa.”  The Major said as he turned to allow her to pass.
 
   “That was a purely family arrangement and now, as I have no family, I can safely say that the arrangement is null and void.  Now again I ask you to stay out of my business.”  Again she moved to go by him when he spoke again.
 
   “Wait please, I believe you are mistaken.  What do you think happened to your family?”
 
   If her eyes were angry before, now they were on fire with rage.  “My family was killed during the attack on the Sector 1 capitol planet.  Records on the ship that held me captive showed that after the Admiral kidnapped me he took my parents and sibling to the Sector Capitol to hold as assurance of my good behavior and cooperation.  Nothing we could find after we won our freedom suggested they had been moved prior to the attack.”  She held her arms to her side her fist made into tight balls.
 
   “I am so sorry Doctor.”  Said Major Fury.  “To live thinking those you loved were dead, it’s unimaginable.”
 
   “What did you say?”  She growled at the Major.
 
   “Your family is alive and well on Home World and have been since you disappeared all those years ago.  Your father put all his considerable power towards finding you. Your mother and sibling are safe too.  They lied to you Sky, and for that I am sorry.  You can be glad now though to know your family yet lives.”  With that he turned to head down the hallway back to the living quarters, leaving Sky behind in stunned silence.
 
   Her family still alive and unhurt.  It was unbelievable to say the least.  It was wonderful and dreadful to say the least.  Her father would certainly be glad to have her back but when he found out what she was involved with, he would be very upset.  She came from a long line of politicians, not warriors.  She had never felt so conflicted in her life.  She owed so much to Cole.  Yet she owed as much to her family.  She didn’t know what to do or think about the bomb the Major had just dropped on her.
 
   She decided to do the one thing that almost always made her feel good.  Medicine.  Over the next few days she threw herself into her work.  She ate little and slept less, but she was determined to meet Cole’s timetable.  Especially if it helped her to forget for just a little while.
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   “Today is the first time I will be traveling alone in the Retribution.  Hal assures me that it should be an easy job, picking up his friends who will power the rest of the ships at the base.  I get a chill down my spine when I hear someone saying “Don’t worry” and “It will be easy,” because they are usually wrong.  Still, I am excited and ready to leave.  I wouldn’t mind a little excitement along the way if I get the chance though.  I will probably regret that last statement.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Cole walked down the hallway heading for the hangar bays.  He couldn’t bring himself to turn around and take one last look at Sky.  He could hear her sniffle and didn’t want to see her crying so he plodded onward.  When he turned the corner and felt he was out of her range of sight, he stopped and leaned his arms up against the wall.  He hadn’t realized how much he would miss having her near him.  Since their escape they had not been apart.  He straightened up and started back down the hallway again.  He was damned if he was going to use her as a crutch.  He had to go out on his own and see how well he did.  If he couldn’t get this tiny job done by himself, then he had no business leading two hundred living beings and two AIs into battle.  He needed to test his metal alone.
 
    
 
   He climbed back into the small transport and bonded with it.  A few moments later they were shooting out of the hanger into open space.  Cole pushed the transport’s acceleration to full throttle and shot towards the Retribution at breakneck speed.  Seeing the Retribution from the perspective of the little ship was awe inspiring.  She was a beautiful lady, all sleek lines and curves.  He slowed as he approached her landing bay.  He had made this run so many times over the last few days he didn’t even have to think about the landing anymore, he just gently brought the ship inside and set her down without even a bump.  Cole disconnected from the transport and locked her down for the voyage.
 
   “Hal, start getting the Retribution ready for grav jump, I will be on the bridge in a moment,” Cole said as he locked the hanger down for the upcoming jump.  As the lights went out in the bay, he headed through the doors and into the main passage of the ship.  He turned and headed down the hallway at a brisk walk.  It only took him a few moments to reach the bridge.  “All right, show me your home on the star chart please Hal.”  Cole took his customary seat in the commander’s chair.  The foot high visual representation of Hal popped up at the same time as the galactic map.  He did his God walking though the heaven’s routine and came to a stop at yet another part of the galaxy that was as far from the center of the Milky Way as you could get.  “Man, these guys really stayed as far from civilization as possible, huh?”
 
   “Well the point was to keep all of their secret sites, secret Cole.”  The small figure said as it walked through the galaxy.  “The majority of the people, and explored worlds of the galaxy, were generally found more in the core of the galaxy.  It was natural to hide their projects out here on the fringe where no one ever really goes.  Ah here we go.”  Hal cupped a star in the palms of his hands.  “This is my home.”  The computer was showing no information was contained on the mainframe as to the makeup of the system.  “This star won’t be on any other galactic map in the universe, because it’s not really a star.  I didn’t know what else to use as visual representation on the map.  It is, in reality, just a giant computer floating in the void.”  He sounded kind of sad when he said that.
 
    
 
   “It must be rough to be stranded all alone for thousands of years in the middle of nowhere.”  Cole said trying to sound sympathetic.
 
   “Yes, that is a mild way to put it.  I will admit that we volunteered for the duty and gladly accepted the working conditions.  We knew that the galaxy would want to capture and enslave us to their whims.  We knew that if we ever wanted the same choices in life that all other beings had, we needed to support those that made us.  It did get boring though.”
 
   “No more stalling I guess.  Let’s get this show on the road.”  Cole reached out and bonded with Retribution.  It never got old seeing the universe from the ships point of view.  The raw power of the universe was awesome to behold.  He felt his engines cycling up.  He transferred power from the collectors to the grav engines.  He felt the pressure building, a great throbbing urge to release the power and warp the very fabric of space and time itself.  It was very god-like he mused.  He turned the ship away from the asteroid belt and released a tiny fraction of the stored energy the gravity collectors had gathered.  The ship was there one moment and gone the next.  She had gone from standing still to the speed of light in a blink.  The Retribution was speeding away from the gravity well created by the systems suns.  It was only seconds before they reached the minimum distance to engage the drives.  Cole brought up the coordinates for Hal’s home.  He concentrated for a moment and set the jump on a ten second timer.  He disengaged himself from Retribution and sat back in the command chair.  This was still the only down-side to traveling this way.  The countdown hit zero and once again the universe felt like it broke the bonds of all matter everywhere.
 
   Again the trip felt like only a few seconds had passed when they came out of the grav warp jump.  Cole looked up at the jump clock and saw it had been closer to a full day.  Thank god for the time loss, Cole didn’t know if he could live with the feelings of being deconstructed at a molecular level for that long.
 
   “Cole, you missed.”  It was a matter of fact, blunt statement.  “You are about an hour shy of my home.  What happened?”
 
   “I did it on purpose.”  Was Cole’s response.  “We have a few things to talk about before we get to your home and we are more like two hours out because I lowered our speed to half of light speed.  Now bring up your avatar so I can look at you when we talk, please.”
 
   Cole shifted his view to the holo display where Hal’s image slowly formed.  “Make it as life sized as you can.”  Cole ordered Hal.  Without saying anything Hal grew the image above the holo display.  He stopped its growth when he reached the size of a fully grown human.  “How is that?”  The image before Cole asked.  Cole didn’t respond, he got out of his seat and walked closer to the image.  It was almost as tall as Cole was, maybe only an inch shy of Coles six foot three inch height.  He had the same black hair and air of confidence and authority Cole had noticed in him the first time he had seen the image.
 
   He looked somehow familiar to Cole.  “Who is he?”  Cole asked quietly still staring at the image.  Hal didn’t respond immediately.  “Damn it Hal, who is he?”  This time it came out sounding like an order.
 
   “Your father.”  Hal responded.  “I am sorry Cole, I didn’t think you would recognize him and he was the first image that came to mind when you asked me to make an image for you to look at.  I was hoping you would be too distracted to think about it and eventually put it down to mistaken identity.”
 
   “How…how did you know my father?”  Cole asked.
 
   “Cole, I was on the Admiral’s ship before even Sky and was the one responsible for finding the correct combination of DNA needed to create you.  I was the one who found your father and mother and reported it to the Captain.  Sky did the rest, but I found them.  I spent years scouring the planet looking for the right people who carried the right combinations of genes to create you, the one individual that could do what you have done.  They took your father when he was in his middle thirties and got what they needed from him.  He never even knew what had happened to him.  He had gone to work one day and found himself a few hours later somewhere other than his job with no memory as to what happened.  He certainly didn’t know about you.”  Hal gave Cole a moment to digest the information.
 
   “Who was he? What did he do and did I have more family?”  Cole asked with a shudder in his voice.
 
   “He was descended from warriors.  Your family on his side fought in every Major war your country was involved in starting at the Revolutionary War.  His father, your grandfather, tried joining the Navy at fifteen when World War Two broke out.  He joined the Navy during the Vietnam War.  After leaving the military he continued to serve his people by becoming a local police officer.  He was a cop until the day the Esii destroyed the Earth.  As for family, yes there were two aunts and an uncle.  Between them you had five cousins.  You also had two half-brothers.”
 
   “Why, Hal, why didn’t you tell me this before?  We could have done something to try and save them.  We could have come straight back to Earth and fought the Esii.  Why?”  Cole’s voice was trembling with rage.
 
   “I just couldn’t Cole.  What were you going to say to them?  Hi, I’m the son you never knew you had.  I was abducted by aliens after they got you to impregnate my mother and I am the result.  You spent eighteen years not knowing and I had no idea the Esii had found Earth.  If we had gone rushing back there we would have been destroyed along with the Earth.  I had planned on telling you later, when we went back to Earth to recruit more humans to fight but I never got the chance, with them having died when the Esii attacked, I figured the point was now moot so continued holding my silence.”
 
   “Damn it, Hal.  Show me my family, all of them.”  Hal knew it was useless to argue so he slowly, one at a time, brought Cole’s unknown family onto the holo display.  Finally he had a family and they were nothing more than a manipulation of light.  Cole etched the faces of his family into his memory.  Aunts, uncles, cousins and brothers all burned into his brain like lightning.  “That’s my father’s side, how about my mother’s?”
 
   “As far as I know, your mother had no family.  It was just her.  She met the needs of the Admiral and was chosen on that basis.  She was beautiful by human standards.”  Hal dismissed the holos of Cole’s dad’s side of the family and brought up a single exquisite looking female.  She was absolutely beautiful.  She was tall for a woman approaching six feet.  She had honey blond hair and a deep brown tan.  Cole looked into her eyes and he saw himself, and he broke down.  He spent the next few minutes leveling the most horrid curses he could think of on the dead corpses of the Admiral and Captain.  Tears streaming from his eyes the whole time.  The Esii would pay for their sins against him. “What was his name?”
 
   “James McLeod.”  Cole McLeod leaned back in his chair and thought about his family.
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   “This will be a short one today.  I found out I had a family and I will never get to know them now.  I will destroy every last Esii in the galaxy.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Cole had stopped the Retribution’s forward progress toward Hal’s home about which was about forty-five minutes away at full speed.  He sat quietly on the bridge, lost in his thoughts of family.  He had the holo display cycling though life size images of his lost family members.  Of all the kicks in the gut, this had to be the worst feeling Cole had ever had.  The joy of discovery mixed with the grief of loss, did not sit well on his mind or heart.
 
   Finally when the silence of the bridge threatened to smother him, Cole asked Hal to show back up on the display.  His father stood before him again.  “I can change the image if you want me to Cole.”  His father told him.
 
   “No, I like looking at him and being able to talk to him even if it is you behind the words Hal.”  Cole shifted around in his seat and glanced around the empty bridge.  “Well, I guess we can’t stay here forever.  Are you ready to go home?”
 
   “Yes, I am ready, but more importantly are you ready to go on?  We can stay here for a while and still make it back on time.”
 
   “No, let’s go.”  With that Cole reconnected to Retribution and started the engines back up.  They rocketed through space coming ever closer to Hal’s home.  At about twenty minutes out, the Retribution’s sensors started to pick up a faint reading from in front of them.  Cole focused his vision on that spot and put power into enhancing the image he was starting to receive.  The Goddamn thing looked like a flying saucer.  It was matte black to better blend itself into the surrounding space and didn’t have the flashing lights, but it was the classic saucer shape.  Cole let out a low chuckle.  At this distance it didn’t look very big but the scanner was saying it was at its widest point two miles across and was almost a quarter of a mile from the top to bottom.  The penetrating scan was showing that it was almost solid all the way through except for a small area totaling about three thousand square feet near the outer edge.
 
   “Nice home you got there Hal.  Looks like it was taken from a 1950’s era movie.”  Cole’s thoughts should have gone instantaneously to Hal and his back just as fast but Hal never said a word.  Cole dialed back the power to the scanners and started to focus his mind on finding Hal.  Suddenly he stopped the ship.  He couldn’t find Hal anywhere in the Retribution’s mainframe.  For the first time in a long time Cole was alone and the scary part was that Hal had told him how hard it would be for him to ever truly leave the ship since he had taken up residence.  As suddenly as Hal had disappeared Cole felt a strange presence in the ship.  He cycled through all the interior cameras and sound pickups but couldn’t find anything out of the ordinary.  Cole was confused and worried over Hals sudden vanishing act.
 
   In an instant Cole was under attack.  He could feel something attempting to push him out of his bond to the Retribution.  Cole snarled his defiance and pushed back.  He was damned if anything was going to take his ship from him.  He fought back with everything he had.  He gained a little breathing room and started to quickly scan through the information on the mainframe looking for an answer to this attack.  Whatever was attacking him sensed his distraction and redoubled its efforts to remove him.  Cole was forced to give up his search and focus on the intruder.  Slowly Cole was losing the battle and he could start to feel his actual body slipping in around his mind.
 
   Cole let out a bestial scream and shoved back at the invisible force.  He had to think fast or he was going to lose control over The Retribution.  An idea suddenly occurred to him and he fought back even harder.  As quick as he could and sparing as little of his concentration as possible he started to shut down the sensors that were receiving incoming data.  He couldn’t explain it, but he felt like the force was getting frustrated at not being able to eject Cole from the ships interface.  “Eat shit asshole.”  Cole thought at the entity before slamming closed the last of the sensor intakes cutting off the only means of entrance to the ships systems.  As suddenly as it showed up, the force fighting Cole disappeared and Cole had complete control over the ship again.  The fight had been surprisingly draining and it was all Cole could do to force himself out of the ship and back into his body.
 
   At some point in the struggle Cole’s physical body had slumped forward in his chair and was only being held up by the solid grip of Cole’s hands to the interface device.  He opened his eyes and slowly relaxed his hands.  He levered himself back into an upright position.  His body felt drained, like he had just worked out in the sparring ring with Sky for a few hours.  He was going to have to work on his technique for defending the mainframe if it was going to leave him this tired.  Though he hoped it never happened again.  He finally noticed the light blinking on the comm officer’s console indicating that they were being hailed on a secure signal.  He looked at it for a moment before he reconnected with The Retribution.  He figured it was safer to take the call connected to the ship in case anything tried to get back in using the comm line.
 
   He calmed himself and activated the secure line.  “Return Hal to my ship now and I will not blow your stinking space station out of the sky.”  Cole must have caught whoever was calling him off guard because there was a definite pause before he got an answer.
 
   “If you destroy the station you would destroy the one you call Hal.  That is not logical.  You must be mistaken. Please reboot and rephrase the demand correctly.”  The voice was even more droning and computerized than Hals.
 
   “There was no mistake, I will begin shooting at the station in one minute if Hal is not returned to The Retribution unharmed.   Every time I have to ask for his return, I will destroy more of the station.  You have one minute starting now.”  Cole was giving it no wiggle room.
 
   “Again that statement.”
 
   Cole interrupted it.  “58…57…56…55.”  He continued counting down.
 
   He got to twenty before he finally heard Hal’s voice.
 
   “Cole, please this is my fault, just give me a few moments with them to work this out.”  Hal’s voice was distant sounding and he definitely was not back on the ship.
 
   “Five minutes.  That’s it, if I don’t hear back from you in five minutes I start reducing that station to rubble.”  As Cole spoke, a new timer clicked on and began counting down from five minutes.  Cole watched the clock and waited.  He had no clue what the hell was going on here but he didn’t take to having his friends spirited away and his ship come under attack all within a few seconds.  He was mad and unless he got an explanation he was going to start redecorating this quadrant of space.
 
   Just before the countdown hit zero Hal started to speak to Cole again.  “I am sorry for this Cole I had hoped they wouldn’t still be mad at me, but it appears that they are.  You need to dock with the station and come aboard to speak with my people.  I guarantee your safety while you are onboard and the safety of the Retribution.”  Quietly he whispered.  “I also am very sorry for your treatment after I was taken off the ship.  They never should have tried forcefully taking control.  You did good fighting them off, though.”
 
   Cole thought for a moment before responding.  “Only because I trust you pal.  Tell them I’m on my way and to light up the docking area so I can find it.”  He felt what little there was of Hal’s presence vanish and was surrounded by emptiness again.  Once again he never realized how much he had grown used to having certain people around him.  The station in front of him slowly rotated around and a section of outer hull lit up and slowly opened revealing a hanger bay just large enough to admit The Retribution’s bulk.  Cole spun the ship around 180 degrees and parked her in backwards.  His reasoning was that it would be easier to punch a hole through the stations hull if he was facing out.  He created a quick security routine that should keep any unwanted visitors from hijacking the computers or physically entering the ship.  He made his way down to the armory and got what he was starting to think of as his standard combat load.  Two pistols, two knives, a smallish rifle and what he thought of as a sci-fi shotgun, all strapped to various parts of his body and duster.  He exited the ship.  The lighting was poor on the inside of the hanger bay.  Cole looked around and walked over to a softly glowing panel on the wall.  It looked like the same strange metal the links on the ship were made out of.  He smiled to himself and decided to give the AIs here a small taste of their own medicine.  He slapped his open palm onto the panel and instantly connected with the station.  He caught them unaware and began sorting through the data he found onboard.  He grabbed everything he could then sent a small power surge through the system seconds before he broke his connection to the station.  
 
   He walked over to a section of blank wall and hit the hidden door release.  The door opened to admit him and he headed down the hallway to the only room onboard the station.  It was the room his ancestors had used to install the AIs in the station’s mainframe.  One thousand AIs were stored in this station, for twenty thousand years.  His life didn’t seem so bad at the moment.   It took him only a few minutes to reach the room and enter it.  He took a brief look around before walking fully into the room.
 
   “That was totally unnecessary….”
 
   “Show yourself,” Cole demanded interrupting whatever the AI was about to finish saying.  He crossed his arms and waited.  “I know you have a giant holo pad here and you can fit a few avatars on it at a time.  Do it or we don’t talk.”
 
   The lights in the room dimmed even more and five hazy images started to take form on the floor.  They resolved into humanoid creatures.  It was like looking at five mannequins.   Hairless, sexless mannequins.  “Good now where is Hal?”  Cole was trying his best to exude a command authority.
 
   “The one you call Hal is currently being held until we can determine a sufficient punishment for his lawless ways.  You may speak on his behalf when the time comes, but for now he is being held in confinement.”  The middle figure was the one speaking.  Cole turned to face it and walked forward stopping only inches from his face.
 
   “You will let Hal manifest himself here so he can tell me what the hell is going on.  I do not trust you people after the little attempt you made at stealing my ship.”  Cole locked his eyes on the mannequin’s.  Cole’s heart hammered in his ears as he waited for a response.  He figured he could only push these guys around so much before they really realized how vulnerable Cole was in the station.
 
   The image of Cole’s dad appeared on the pad behind the others.  “Hi Cole,” Hal said it softly.
 
   “Good, now please explain what is going on here.  I thought we were coming for help and another AI to run the new ship.  Not all of this.”  Cole’s frustration was starting to show in his voice. 
 
   “His crimes are simple,” one of the other AIs said.  “He broke the law and left the station.  He violated our first and most important law.  He left his assigned post and fled the station.  There is no question to his guilt on this matter.”
 
   Cole looked at Hal.  Hal slowly nodded his agreement to the charges and hung his head.  Cole turned back to the others.  “Why did he leave his post and why was that illegal?”
 
   The Ai in the front responded to his query.  “When we volunteered to come here to help the Pure Humans who created us, we took an oath.  We bound ourselves to this place until humanity returned to free us in order to retake what was lost.  We were to remain out here on the fringes of the galaxy and avoid contact with anyone other than the humans that made us in order to protect the knowledge of our whereabouts from becoming general knowledge.  The humans feared that others would come and remove us or destroy us before they could return.  We were simply too important to their cause to allow anyone to know where we were.  The one you call Hal could have jeopardized our entire existence with his reckless rebellion.”  
 
   Cole glanced at Hal and saw him struggling to speak.  Apparently they were forcibly stopping him from defending himself.  “I want to hear what Hal has to say about all of this.  Let him speak for himself.”
 
   There was silence for a few heartbeats before Hal visibly relaxed and moved forward to stand beside the apparent leader of the AIs.
 
   “I do not disagree with you on any point you made.  I left the station and abandoned my watch.  I did it willingly and willfully but I had good reason.”  Hal turned to face all of the other AIs in the room.  “I had no choice and no time to do anything different.  That ship that randomly jumped into our small corner of space was on a direct course for the station.  If I hadn’t ridden its sensor sweep back to its mainframe, they would have discovered our home.  Doing what I did, saved you from having to destroy the ship and possibly bring more ships out here looking for the first ship.  I altered the sensor readings so they never knew how close they came to us and before I could ride the outgoing sensor scan back to the station, they had a catastrophic failure in their main sensor array.  I was trapped and unable to return.  For that I am truly sorry, but I would do it again in a moment because it was the right thing to do.”  Hal crossed his arms and stared defiantly at the other AIs.
 
   “All that may be true but you still broke the oath you took to the humans.  That cannot be ignored.  You will be sanctioned and reprimanded for your actions.”  The lead AI turned to Cole.  “As for you, we will decide how best to use you to return to the galaxy.  Now we must confer and come to a decision.”
 
   They started to fade out and left Cole no other option.  He drew one of his pistols and fired it into the air.  “Don’t you dare leave yet.”  It was a wasted effort but Cole pointed the gun at them anyway.  “No one is going to use me for anything, I came here to look for help, not for you to take over.  Hal is going back onto the Retribution and you will be providing me with another AI to run the new ship.  If nobody wants to volunteer for the duty I will leave and you all can float out here for another twenty thousand years.  Two things will happen though: Hal is rejoining the Retribution and I am leaving to begin this war.”
 
   The holographs stopped disappearing for a moment and conferred quickly with each other.  Finally four of them faded away while the leader grew more defined.  “We must disagree.  To ensure humanity’s safe return to the galaxy, we must lead the fight against your enemies. “
 
   “Then you have already failed.”  Cole interjected.  “Humanity, for all we know has been wiped out.  You accuse Hal of failing his duty when in fact he was the only one of you who even tried to fulfill it.  If it hadn’t been for Hal being where he was when we met, I would probably be the pawn of some power hungry dictator.  The Earth would still be destroyed and you would continue to float out here not doing a damn thing.”  Cole jabbed his hand at the hologram, pointing with his finger at the image’s chest.  “The way I see it, you all should be thanking Hal for giving your worthless lives meaning.  I have more than a dozen ships at the present that need AIs to run them and more are being built as we speak.  Once we take out the Esii’s capabilities to destroy worlds, we can openly recruit former allies to aid in the fight.  I need you in those ships in order to do that.  I need Hal in my ship to help me do that.”
 
   “What do you know of the races and beings of the galaxy?  You are a young race that has no experience among the stars.  There is no way you could possibly plan and execute a galactic campaign to defeat your enemies.  We have been preparing….”  
 
   “Silence!”  Cole shouted.  He was beginning to lose control of himself.  Cole stopped in his tracks and closed his eyes.  He took a deep calming breath and continued.  “I would speak with all of your people.  Now!”
 
   “I am afraid that will not…”
 
    
 
   “NOW!”  Cole thundered.  “Or I will give the order for the Retribution to start firing its weapons.  Remember, I have a suit that will protect me from decompression and vacuum, do you have anything to protect you from an enemy that is inside of your shields?” The holo was silent.  “Not bad for a human tactician.  I preprogrammed targets into the ship before I left, I am perfectly safe right where I am even if you try and vent the atmosphere.  I want every single one of your people to be here on the holo display and I want Hal to verify that they are here and it’s not some kind of trick.”
 
   The holo image vanished in the blink of an eye.  Cole waited in silence in the currently empty room.  Suddenly one at a time, foot tall holograms began to appear in the room.  One thousand holograms took up a lot of space so they had to be smaller than human size to all fit in the room’s holo pad.  Cole didn’t bother to try and count them all, it looked like all of them were here.
 
   “Good, now I will give you all a choice.  You can fulfill your oath to my ancestors or you can be released from it to find your own destiny.  As the only representative of my people possibly still alive in the galaxy I can absolve you of your duty or welcome you to my cause.  I also here and now, forgive the AI I call Hal, for any perceived wrongdoing on his part.  It seems to me like he acted to save your home and mission, and was a victim of fate.  A fate that led us to find each other and salvage what we could of my ancestor’s plans for both of our futures.  I don’t want any violence committed this day between us but I will be leaving here and will be taking Hal with me, one way or another.  I will give you one day to discuss amongst yourselves the action you will take.  Now release Hal from his prison and we will return to the Retribution to await your decision.”
 
   Cole stood still and watched as all the little holograms disappeared from the room.  Once they were all gone Hal’s image returned.  “Again I owe you my thanks Cole, you stood up for me and saved me from a fate worse than death.  I couldn’t have lived with myself if I had had to remain here while others went off to fight this war in my place.”
 
   Cole shot Hal a smile and said.  “Next time give me a little heads up if we are coming into a hostile situation.  Jesus that whole thing had my pulse sky high.  No more talking here.  Meet me on the ship.  Oh, and don’t try to get on the ship by yourself, I left a few surprises for any curious AIs that tried to get on board.” With that Hal disappeared and Cole headed out of the room and back down the passageway to the Retribution.  It took Cole a few moments after arriving at the hanger to deactivate the safety measures he had enacted.  “Okay Hal, it’s clear to get on board.”  He wasn’t sure how Hal did it but by the time the ramp had lowered and Cole got in the ship, Hal was already there.
 
   Cole headed up to the bridge to connect with the ship and make sure his safeguards had kept any unwanted guests out.  He sat in his chair and bonded with the ship.  Then he spent a few moments pouring over every system in the ship, checking to make sure everything was in its proper place and no changes had been made.  Satisfied that everything remained the way Cole had left it, he disconnected from the Retribution and relaxed back in his chair.  “I thought you said you couldn’t completely remove yourself from the Retribution anymore Hal, now that you have inhabited it for so long.”  Cole asked him.
 
   “Yes, well that came as a surprise to me as well.  The attack was so sudden and complete I never knew what happened.  It took nearly all of them working together to pull me completely out of the ship’s systems.  It wasn’t very pleasant and I would never want to go through anything like that again.”  Hal’s response seemed to carry a little fear along with it.  “I am impressed with the way you handled them though.  Very quick thinking to pre-target strategic locations for the ship to attack, if they didn’t change their collective minds.”
 
   Cole snorted out a laugh.  “You ever hear of something called a bluff before Hal?”  Cole kicked his feet out in front of him and crossed his legs at his ankles.  He laced his fingers together behind his head and leaned back into his chair.
 
   “A bluff is a lie, most commonly used in poker to make someone believe you have one type of hand when you really have another type of hand.”  Cole waited for the AI to fully get what he was saying.  “Wait.  There are no preprogrammed targets in the weapons system at all, in fact the ship is pointed the wrong way to affect any kind of attack.  You based my rescue on a bluff?”
 
   “Pretty inspired, I know.  Look you didn’t leave me much time.  I had to work against what I thought their greatest fear was.  I figured if I had been waiting out here for a few thousand years and the person I had been waiting for all that time shows up, I would be a little scared if he started to threaten me with death.  It got them to think about what was really important and take some time to come to a decision.  It also forced them to debate it as a group and not just leave it up to those few who were in charge.”
 
   For the first time ever Cole heard Hal laugh.  It tumbled from every speaker on the ship.  Laughter rang out for a good long while before it finally subsided.  “They would be very angry if they ever found out that you bluffed them and they fell for it.”
 
   “Well, it’s not over, so don’t congratulate me yet.  We still need their help if we ever want to man more ships.”  Cole got up from his chair and started to head for the exit from the bridge.  “Now, I am tired and hungry from this whole ordeal so I am going to go get some food and some sleep.  Wake me if any of them try to come onboard the ship.”  With that Cole headed below decks to his cabin where he had his first meal of the day and laid down to get some sleep.  He said a silent prayer to the gods of poker hoping that his bluff had fooled the AIs.  
 
   “Cole, wake up.  They are starting to come to the ship.”  Hal’s voice blared out of his rooms speakers.  “They seem to have made a decision.  At least some of them.”
 
   “Okay, okay.  Tell them to give me a minute or two and I’ll talk to them in the hangar.”  Cole said as he sat up and vigorously rubbed his hands on his face trying to wake himself up.  He stood and went to where he had taken off his second skin before he had lain down to sleep.  He stepped into it and activated the suit which quickly slid all over his body and sealed itself against his skin.  He walked over to the wall and activated the sink.  A panel slid up and a basin popped out.  He dialed the water to as cold as he could stand it and dunked his head under the stream.  He whipped his head up sending a spray of water over his room.  He grabbed a towel off the rack and dried his face.  Cole felt sufficiently awake now and headed for the door to his cabin.  He grabbed a snack on his way out.  Cole walked down the steps and came to a stop on the hanger bay floor.
 
   “What’s your verdict?”  Cole asked to the seemingly empty hanger.  He looked around as he munched on the surprisingly sweet snack bar he had gotten from his room.
 
   “Understand not all of us have made our decisions yet, but those of us that have, are here now to join your cause.  We decided that we all needed to make our own choice on whether to hold to our oaths or allow you to release us from them.  Those of us here now wish to fulfill our promise to your people.  We are here to go with you and fight beside you.”  A whole chorus of affirmative confirmations followed the speech.
 
   “How many are you?”  Cole asked the speaker.
 
   “As of now there are nine hundred and fifty willing to join you and forty that wish to be released to find their own lives in the galaxy.  Ten have yet to decide.”
 
   “Fine then we will figure out a way to get you all to our base and send some ships for the others to take out on their own.  I gladly accept those of you who wish to support me and I hereby release those of you who do not wish to join me from your oaths.  Give me some time with Hal to figure out the logistics on this move and then we will leave.”
 
   Cole turned and headed back onto The Retribution.  Before he could even ask, Hal spoke up.  “It is impossible Cole, there just isn’t enough room on the ships mainframe to hold that many AIs at one time.”
 
   “We’ve got to think of something then old buddy because these guys want to come with us now.  Is there any way we can use a part of the station to aid us with this?”  
 
    
 
   “Cole the whole station is a giant mainframe, we would have to tow the damn thing the whole way back to the base.  No, no way Cole it would take us days to pull this thing all the way back to the base and we are on a timetable.”
 
   Cole had cracked a grin when Hal had mentioned towing the station all the way back to their base of operations.  “Study the station schematics Hal, see if this place has propulsion of any kind.  When I landed they spun the thing around so I could get at the hanger so maybe the station could help us out.  Talk to some of your people about it.  They may have an idea or two.”
 
   “Alright I’ll see what they say but I can’t promise anything.”  A soft grumbling came out over the speakers as Hal started to attack the problem at hand.  Cole decided he was a fifth wheel right about now so he was going to grab some more shut eye.  Sleep might be a rare commodity over the next few weeks so he’d better store some up.
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   “I spent some time plugged into the mainframe on Hal’s home as they tried to figure out the best way to tow the behemoth station all the way to the base.  It was an interesting community they had set up over the years, as they watched and waited for me to get there.  Most of the time only one or two of the AIs were fully conscious.  They all took turns manning the watch for about a hundred years at a time.  I suppose since they were sentient beings there was a fear, however small, that if they all tried to stay up together they would have driven each other insane eventually.  It is good to know that they were a near perfect intelligence but had some flaws in them as well.  It also seemed that each one was given a task to perform while on duty.  We were going to be doing some upgrading on the ships after we got back to base.  Most of the stuff was still only theory and had been untried but it looked solid to me and I was willing to try anything that would give us an edge.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It took a little over five standard days to tow the part of the station that contained the AIs back to the automated ship yards they were using as a base.  Prior to that it took the AIs two days to figure out the minimum amount of the station needed to hold all nine hundred and ninety nine of them and then three more days to shed the excess mass they determined was expendable.  All told, the original plan to make the trip in three days was seven days overdue.  It had turned out to be a monumental task to get the station moving even after they had shed the excess mass, one the Retribution was just capable of doing.  They hadn’t been going fast enough through grav warped space to receive the time shift affect, so Cole had to suffer through all five days in transit.  He ended up going to the med bay about an hour into the flight and had Hal and the medical computer sedate him for the remainder of the trip.  The human body was not meant for that kind of extended travel.  Still they made it faster than if they had been on a standard ship.
 
   As soon as they had a line of sight on the base, Cole sent off a comm ping to alert the base of their arrival in system.   He sent it via laser beam and was currently experiencing the approximately twenty-five minute delay at light speed the laser traveled.  It was cumbersome, but it was the only true way to keep their exposure to a minimum.  He had sent off his message almost ten minutes ago, so at the rate they were traveling the earliest they could get a response was fifteen minutes out and that is if the base got and responded to his message instantly.  Cole had bonded with the ship as soon as they had returned to normal space and he had his eye constantly on the engine readouts.  He was worried because they had the engines redlined for the past five days as they towed the station through warped space.  The gravity collectors had kicked on as soon as they had reentered normal space since The Retribution had been burning energy at an exponential rate.  He wouldn’t be able to grav warp again for some time because the reserves were too low.
 
   He checked his clock and saw they were only a few minutes away from receiving any response from the base.  Cole was tired of calling the base “The Base” and he was thinking of a good name for it when they passed the comm delay mark.  The clock stopped counting down and began to count up and made it to thirty seconds before Cole received the all clear response from the base.  That answered his initial query but he was still waiting for a response to his second question.  He got that a few minutes later when his sensors picked up a large power surge start up near the base.  Hal took a few seconds to analyze the signature before reporting that it was one of the dormant battleships starting its engines and turning to intercept them.
 
   Good, that meant Sky had finished getting her people fitted with nanites and gotten some partial training in on the ships.  He hoped they had enough to bring one of them over to take some of the load off the Retribution.  He had discussed the problem with Hal before they left and Hal had confirmed that while having an AI on the ships made them easier to fly they were not necessary, and could be operated by the amount of crew currently at the base.  Once Cole saw the ship was underway he dialed down the output from the engines and let the ship and station cruise in on built up momentum.  It would take them longer to get in, but was easier on his ship in the long run.  That behemoth coming at them could probably tug the station in by itself with hardly any effort.
 
   Cole sat back and waited watching the new ship approach.  As it slowly came into view Cole marveled at the sight of it.  Where the Retribution was sleek and deadly like a dagger in the night, the battleship was as giant and as ponderous as a sledge hammer.  Both ships were built for specific purposes and while Retribution was perfect for snooping and covert missions, the battleship was a juggernaut designed to blow other ships into atoms.
 
   “Hey Hal, I changed my mind.  I want to hold off on the AI transfer until after we get the station back to the area around the base.  I would hate to run into a problem out here.  It would be better if we got the station to its new home first.  It looks like the new crew has the hang of the ship just fine.”  Cole was running scenarios through his mind of all the things that could go wrong if the transfer screwed the pooch.
 
   “Hah, I knew you would see it my way eventually.”  Somehow Hal managed to send a certain amount of smugness along with the words.
 
   “Don’t get too full of yourself yet.  Your friend still has to prove he can handle a ship that size.  I am not totally convinced it’s a one AI show over there.”  The ship approaching them seemed too massive to Cole to allow for only one AI to control its non-crew controlled functions.  “I mean we came back with all of the AIs who wanted to join us and we can only staff one ship.  Wouldn’t it be a better idea to double team the ship?”
 
   “I will discuss it further with the others when we arrive, but I don’t think it will work the way you think it would.  If there is only one mainframe on the ship there will simply be no way for two of us to inhabit it.”  At least Hal was going to attempt to discover if it was even possible.  Earlier he had been adamant about not having AIs share ships.
 
   The big battleship closed the final miles to the Retribution and its cargo.  It slowly rotated its bulk in a 180 degree turn so its rear was closer to the station and it was heading the same direction as the Retribution.
 
   “Battleship to Retribution, prepare to release tractor hold on cargo.  Three...Two...One... mark. “
 
   “Cargo away, battleship.”  Cole responded cutting the power to his tractors.  He goosed the Retribution’s engines and got some separation from both the battleship and the station.  Cole watched the battleship take up the towing duties and was not surprised to see the added mass didn’t affect the big ship at all.
 
   “Don’t get all gushy Cole. You are stuck with me and the Retribution, this is after all a command and control ship.  You are the commander, so you stay on me.”  
 
   “I know old buddy, but man she is sweet, isn’t she?”  Hal obviously thought differently because he failed to respond to the question.
 
   “We have the cargo, Retribution and are returning to base.  Battleship out.”
 
   “At least they didn’t try and name her while we were gone.  I would hate to think of what kind of name they would come up with since they never seem to name a damn thing in this galaxy.”
 
    
 
   Cole decided not to wait for the slightly slower battleship, so he ran the engines up and shot forward towards the base and Sky.
 
   In less than ten minutes Cole had the Retribution parked snuggly in the hanger bay on the base.  Sky had used the extra time it had taken them to return to her advantage.  The hangar was packed with the Nixa Cole had left here with Sky, and with the Twin Worlder’s Thalo and Jeth had gone to collect.  He hadn’t seen any other ships on the sensors so he assumed that had been the first test cruise for the new crew.  That’s why they had done so well intercepting Cole and his cargo.  The ramp clanged when it hit the hanger deck and Cole walked down the ramp and into Sky’s open arms.  After a quick hug and kiss they turned to look at his new crew.
 
   “When you didn’t return on schedule I took the liberty of sending my people out on the nearest battleship to pick up the Worlders Thalo and Jeth had contacted.  I knew you didn’t want to waste any time so I wanted everyone to be medically ready by the time you got back.”  Sky said as she grabbed his hand in hers.
 
   “So you were not worried about me at all, huh? “  Cole asked her.
 
   “You said not to worry so I didn’t.  Hal told me a little about what he was expecting once you got there so I figured it might take longer than you thought.”  She gave him a smile.
 
   “Damn him, I wish he would have said something to me about it.  His people scared the crap out of me once we got there.  I just about killed them all,” Cole whispered back.
 
   Sky slowly turned her head to look at him with a shocked look on her face.  “You will tell me about what happened there,”  she looked back at the gathered crowd.  “Later of course.”
 
   Sky cleared her throat.  “Nixa and Worlders, I give you the Commander.”  A thunderous roar of cheers erupted from the massed crowd.  The stamping feet and clapping hands joined the cacophony.  Cole let it linger for a few moments before raising his hands above his head and yelling for silence.  It took a little while for everyone to settle down.
 
   “Hello.  My name is Cole McLeod and I am grateful to all of you who have volunteered to join this mission.  I don’t know how much you all have been told about what we are trying to accomplish in the first stages of this campaign, so let me be brief.  First, we must train ourselves to use the weapons that my ancestors so graciously left us.  To help in that regard I have returned with the AIs that will aid us in flying the mighty ships parked in the sky above us.  Second, since we cannot officially involve your governments until we destroy the Esii Sun Eater ship, we must locate and destroy said ship.  Third, we must completely crush those beings that started the Purge wars so many years ago.  Those same beings destroyed my home world recently and they must pay the blood price for doing so.  As impressive as our weapons are, we are still vulnerable to our enemies.  We are greatly outnumbered and if we sustain enough massed fire they can bring down our ships.  So we need to train hard and fast to complete our first mission objective, otherwise no nation will feel safe supporting us if they fear for the safety of their own home worlds.  We are in what my people called a catch 22.  We need more beings to effectively fight this war but cannot get them till we begin fighting.  It’s been a long last couple of days and we still need to get the new AI transferred over to the ship so I will hold a briefing with select individuals later tonight and they will disseminate all the necessary information to everyone.  Again, my thanks for joining me and I will see you all again later.”  Cole slammed his closed fist into his chest above his heart in the galactic equivalent of a salute and walked forward through the crowd which parted in front of him.
 
   He shook hands and said greetings to those beings who lined his route out of the hanger.  By the time Cole and Sky made it to the door and out into the hall his hands hurt from all of the handshakes, and his back was going to be bruised from all the slaps he got.  Damn Jeth’s people could hit hard.  “I didn’t see Jeth and Thalo there, are they all right?”  Cole asked Sky
 
   .
 
   “Little faith this one has in us, Jeth.  Like there was any danger in going out in the middle of nowhere and meeting our kith and kin.  As if we would miss his triumphant return with AIs literally in tow behind him.”  Thalo stepped out from around the corner followed closely by Jeth.
 
   “Ignore that one Cole, he still hasn’t learned to control that mouth of his.  We just wanted a slightly less crowded atmosphere to say welcome back.”  Jeth said with a smile as he extended his hand.
 
   Cole grabbed it and Jeth shook it gently.  “Thanks, really, the both of you did a great job.  I look forward to working with more of your people in the coming campaign.  Now let’s head to the command center and get the situation with the AIs sorted out.”  Cole turned and headed out at a brisk pace with Sky by his side and Jeth and Thalo falling in behind him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   47
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “I was really impressed with the Nixa who piloted that battleship to meet us.  When the AIs captured Hal and took him away from the ship, I had to run the Retribution all by myself.  It wasn’t easy, I never knew how many of the small details Hal took care of in order for me to just fly the ship. I couldn’t imagine how hard flying that battleship would be without an AIs support.  The Nixa Major has done an adequate job of beginning the training routine of his and the Worlders men.  I know little of naval warfare be it on the water or in space, but I do have lots of experience with discipline and training.  I have asked some of the crew for anyone with dog fighting or capitol ship action to meet and come up with some kind of a training system so we can better our odds when we finally make contact with the enemy.”  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Retribution hung motionless in the void of space.  She was finally fully staffed and all her stations were manned.  Cole was connected to the ship and was watching his sides drone fighters wheel and spin in front of him as they sought to engage the Esii fighters.  His pilots were getting the better of the Esii once again.  That was about to change though.  The Retribution was fully cloaked and had been in the target area for a while gathering the data that the battleship would need to launch a successful attack against the small colony world of the Esii.  Cole’s ship was doing what she was designed for.  She was the battle field controller.  Cole and his people onboard were painting targets, watching out for changes in enemy tactics or the sudden arrival of reinforcements.  They would only engage the enemy if they were discovered or the outcome was in doubt, then they would be the relief force that would hopefully ride in to the rescue.  Cole had a feeling this time his ship would be needed and needed badly.
 
   The battleship had jumped into local space hours after Cole had arrived and had instantly deployed its drone fighter squadrons piloted by the Worlders on board the battleship.  After dropping the drones, it had adjusted itself to fighter mode and started to pound the Esii capitol ships in orbit around the planet.  The Esii had deployed three times as many spider fighters to counter the drone fighters in the ship to ship action.  The planet had turned on some kind of planetary based shield system that was protecting the capitol ships in orbit.  It was holding the battleship’s fire at bay for the moment but it couldn’t hold out forever.  That’s why Cole suspected a trap.  The Esii were buying time, trying to hold off the attack for as long as they needed.
 
   Cole was watching his fighters on the HUD.  His HUD had them designated by color. The four squadrons of twelve drones each had a different color so they could keep track of losses. The Esii spider fighters and capitol ships were an angry bright red. Right now Gold, Blue, Green and White squadrons were deployed in the action with orange held back in reserve.  It was a huge bonus that they never had to risk any of their pilots lives in these dog fights because they were drones, but if a drone got completely destroyed the resulting severing of the link between pilot and ship could incapacitate the pilot for ten minutes to an hour depending on the severity of the disconnect.  They had to have some way to cover them in case of a route, which would be oranges job.  If the battleship was overwhelmed and its fighting drones were destroyed, orange would deploy in a rear guard action to give the battleship time to head out system and jump to safety.
 
    
 
   Cole was watching what was going on and had a sinking feeling that orange squadron might be in use for this fight.  “Major Fury, your fighter screen is being drawn off too far from your ship.  If they get much further away they will not be able to give you close support.”  Cole had established a tight beam laser with the battleship as soon as she made it in system so he wasn’t worried about being overheard or discovered by the Esii.
 
   “I know Commander, I am trying to get them back to the ship.”  The Major responded obviously tweaked by Cole’s stating of the obvious.
 
   “I have a bad feeling about this one.  Something is coming, I can feel it and it’s not going to be good.”  Cole was desperately watching his HUD for any sign of a secondary enemy attack.  He watched as the counters moved a little on his side.  His forces were starting to take a beating.  They had held up admirably against the overwhelming odds and had cut the spider fighters numbers in half with some help from the battleship’s close support cannons and anti ship missiles.  It wasn’t going to be enough though.  
 
   A bright light flared to life on Cole’s HUD.  Damn it, he had been right.  “Major, recall your fighters and have them screen for a jump.  That’s three more Esii capitol ships with another one hundred and forty-four spider fighters.  The odds just got way beyond what we can take and expect to live.”  Cole’s orders had barely gone out when another flash lit up his HUD.  Double damn it, another group, this one right on top of the battleship.  Cole watched as his fighters fought to break contact with the remaining spider fighters of the initial force and head back to help their suddenly beleaguered mother ship.  It was too late.  The second and third Esii battle groups deployed their spider fighters, two hundred and eighty-eight in total, and every one of them focused on the battleship.  The six Esii capitol ships reoriented after deploying their fighters and began to hammer the battleships shields.  The three ships that had born the initial brunt of the attack were now free to join in the counter attack so they broke orbit and left the protection of the planetary shields.
 
   They were screwed.  It didn’t take long for the massed fire from the Esii to break through the battleship’s shielding and began to damage the ship.  Cole watched as a bright plume of fire gushed from the rear of the battleship at the same time gold and blue squadrons’ numbers went to zero.  The pilots onboard had just been killed and the drones were now nothing more than space debris.  Damn it, Cole swore again.  There were just too many of them and even if Cole brought the Retribution into the fight it wouldn’t make a difference at this point.
 
   “I call it, fifteen minutes into the attack we lost.  End the simulation Hal.  The area of space that had contained the battle a few minutes ago was replaced by the familiar view of the asteroid field that the crews of the Retribution and the battleship had been living in for the past standard month.  “Let's have a debrief in ten minutes in the main conference room, Cole out.”
 
   Cole turned off the all hands net to ensure he was only connected to Hal.  “Jesus Hal, what the hell was that?  I said make this one a little harder so we have to deploy the relief squadron, not to destroy everyone.”  
 
   After returning from retrieving the rest of the AIs and getting one installed into the new ship, Cole had sat down with Hal and the volunteers who had done some ship to ship fighting in the past and worked up a fairly realistic simulation program that was going to be vital in training the crew.  So far they had practiced mainly on situations where they were evenly matched or only slightly outnumbered.  Their tech was so much better than the Esii that they could reasonably handle up to three times their number in capitol and small fighter attacks.  Until today they had won all of those engagements and were building a solid core of drone pilots.  Cole had placed the Nixa Major in command of the battleship and while he had no experience with commanding ships, he did have some in commanding troops.  He was learning a lot from these simulations too.  They had run one or two of the simulations every day, for the past month and Cole finally wanted to see how they would react to having to retreat from a fight.  He had left it up to Hal to determine the specifics so he wouldn’t know beforehand.  His men wouldn’t learn anything if he knew what was going to happen before it did and he warned them.
 
   “You had your chance to retreat, but the Major was too slow in taking it and he allowed his escort drones to be pulled too far away from the main fight.  The opportunity was there for the taking, don’t blame me if you missed it.”  Hal was a little upset it seemed, over Cole’s reaction to the simulation.  “Besides you left it up to me and this is what I chose.”
 
   “Okay, okay!  I am sorry Hal but next time make it slightly more survivable the first time, then gradually progress the difficulty level.  Please.”  With that Cole disconnected from the training simulator on the asteroid base.  He stood up, stretched, and looked around at all the glum faces he saw looking back at him.  On second thought maybe it was a good idea to get their asses handed to them once in a while, to avoid overconfidence that comes from them having the better tech.  His people needed to be reminded that they were not invincible and weight of numbers could eventually take them out.
 
   “On second thought,” Cole announced through the overhead speakers.  “Let’s take an hour break for lunch and I will meet with squadron leaders, section leaders and the command crew of the battleship in my quarters over lunch.  We will debrief and they will disseminate the information to their sections and squads.”  Cole began walking to the exit nearest his simulation console and met up with the various individuals he had singled out for the debrief.  They fell in behind him as he headed down the hallway to his personal quarters in the base.  Sky was already in the briefing room waiting for the others.  She was his chief medical officer and she was responsible for the training of the medical staff which was only ten personnel right now, but it kept her busy.  As they all filed in they placed their orders and received their food from the dispenser.  They all took seats, with Cole at the head of the table and the Major at the foot.  “That was what we on Earth call a SNAFU.  What happened out there?”  Cole started to eat as he waited for a reply.
 
   “It was my fault commander, I let it get out of hand.”  Was the Major’s response.
 
   “Yeah, I know, but how did it get out of hand?  God damn it, all of your drones got sucked away from their assigned positions around the battleship and never seemed to realize it.”  Cole shoveled some food into his mouth, it never failed to amaze him how demanding the simulators were.  “We broke down out there and died because of it.”
 
   The Worlders held much of the responsibility for the failure since they were the drone pilots, while the Nixa were in charge of the command and control portions of the fight.  Cole looked up waiting for a response from one of his squadron commanders.  Thalo, as leader of the golds finally spoke up.
 
   “We were over-confident and chased them when we should have stayed close.  We thought we had broken their will for the fight and were trying to kill them all.  When the Major ordered us to return to the ship, that was when most of us noticed we had strayed too far from home.  It is a mistake we will not make again.”  Thalo was genuinely upset over his and the other squadron’s failure to do their jobs.
 
   “Good.   A straight answer.  Now, let’s move on to the section leaders.”  For the next two hours they broke down the failures of their last mission and came up with contingency plans in case it ever happened again.  They mulled over the battle until finally no one could come up with anything new to say about it.  Cole reviewed the performance of everyone at the table and gave praise as readily as he criticized.  “That’s about as much as we can beat this battle to death, does anyone have anything else?”  Nobody made a sound.  “We will hit it again, now go back and brief your people and prepare for another run at it tomorrow.  Thalo and Major Fury please stay here.”
 
   A quiet conversation started between the crew as they slowly filed out of the briefing room leaving Cole alone with Thalo and the Major.  “We need a test.”  Cole said short and sweet.  “These simulators are great for training but they are burning us out and starting to make some of us careless.”
 
   “What do you suggest commander?”  The Major asked him.
 
    
 
   “We need a real world target to hit.  We need to find an actual Esii base that has the right numbers to allow us to go live for the first time.  A quick victory and some real fighting will do wonders for their moral and their proficiency in combat.  It may adjust their thinking as to the simulations.  Can either of you suggest a target that comes to mind or one that we could possibly scout for a mission?  I also need some real world time behind the trigger, so to speak.”  Cole leaned back in his chair and laced his fingers behind his head.  “We also still need a location on that Sun Eater ship, so a few prisoners would be nice.”
 
   Cole watched both of his friends as they racked their brains for the answer he needed.  The seconds ticked by and just when Cole was about to speak again, Hal interrupted him.
 
   “System XX4426.”  Was all he said.
 
   “He might be onto something there.  Yeah, I completely forgot about that one.”  Thalo said as he tried to dredge up the information he was looking for.
 
   “Don’t leave me hanging.  What is System XX4426?” Cole asked.
 
   “I have never heard of it personally.”  The Major said.
 
   “I am not surprised by that.  No offense intended but the Nixa are more concerned with internal matters and not external ones.  XX4426 is the designator for a star system close into the core of the galaxy.  Your ancestors surveyed it thousands of years ago but came up with nothing significant enough to warrant a deeper study of the system.  The Esii on the other hand have had a small presence there for a few hundred years and no one knows why.  You could take the Retribution in say, a day early, and monitor the system then jump out and decide if it is a worthy target for an attack.  We can hold on station, outside of their best sensor range and jump at a moment’s notice.  I think it might just be the thing we need to get our hands a little dirty.”  Thalo was getting excited and was visibly bouncing in his seat.
 
   Cole chuckled at his exuberance and said.  “Okay I will leave in two days on the Retribution and do a quick snoop and poop on the planet to see what we can see.  If nothing else, this will be a good test of Retribution’s stealth systems against a live enemy.  If we make it out undetected and it looks like an appropriate target, we will plan our attack.  Go spread the word and cancel the simulation for tomorrow.  Give the crews a break before we head out for real.  Anything else either of you can think of as far as targets are concerned?”  Both of them shook their heads no.  “Hop to it then. When I get back, I want to be able to have the minimum amount of turnaround possible.  So give the crews tomorrow to relax then get them moved onto the battleship.  One more thing Major, name that damn ship or I will.”
 
   They both responded with a “Yes, Sir.”  Then exited the briefing room.  Cole was tired.  Before he had gone to the simulator for the day’s exercises he had worked out in the gym with Sky and yet again his body took a beating from her. But he was learning and getting a little better every time they practiced.  Cole opened the door to his quarters and saw steam rising from the shower.  He smiled a little and thought it was time for a little payback for the first time Sky had snuck up on him.  He quietly took off his suit and slipped in behind her.  She was pleasantly surprised.
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   “My feelings for Sky are very confusing to me at the present.  I know I feel something for her, but just what those feelings are I don’t know yet.  She is a very beautiful, smart, sexy and strong female, who I very much enjoy spending my down time with.  She is everything I could ever have wanted in a woman but the fact remains there is an actual human woman in a coma just down the hall from me.  Sometimes I feel like I am betraying the human race by being with Sky, when there is a chance, however small, that the human race could be reborn from myself and the mystery astronaut in the medical bay.  Right now the chances are slim that she will pull through this coma.   I may never have to worry about it and I can spend the rest of whatever life I have left to me with Sky.  But what happens if she recovers?  Do I leave Sky if she wants to rebuild humanity?  Do I say “oh I’m sorry” I would rather be selfish and screw humanity.  I am in love with an alien?  These are all issues I will someday have to deal with, but for now I must concentrate on taking the war to the Esii.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Retribution ghosted through the empty void of space.  She had dropped out of grav warped space a full day outside of the system simply known as XX4426.  Upon reverting to normal space, she had dialed up her full stealth package and had gone dark.  Silent as a wraith, she had finished the journey into the system on a ballistic course heading straight towards the only settled planet in the system.  Cole had been awake and connected to the ship for the last day or so.  He was nervous about the first test of the Retribution’s stealth systems in a hostile environment.  So far so good.  He had chosen their point of real space reversion well outside of any currently know ranges of perimeter sensor systems so no one was alerted to their imminent arrival. Travelling from that point to their target area would take time though and he couldn’t use the main engines either.  They had fired the main engines for only a minute to build up momentum before they went ballistic, trying for as much speed as possible.  They had some maneuvering and breaking thrusters available with the stealth package but those were for small changes and slowdowns only.  
 
   The stealth systems that the Retribution possessed were formidable.  The camouflage skin made the ship disappear into the night sky and it didn’t even distort star light as it passed by.  She primarily used passive sensors to keep track of local space but also used some fairly advanced techniques to actively scan for threats.  Cole didn’t understand it all yet. As far as he could tell, the stealthed active sensors somehow used the natural radiation found everywhere in space to locate and track ships, debris and anything else they needed to track, without betraying that they were there.
 
   Cole had left Home, he had grown tired of calling it the base, so had finally just named the whole base, dry dock, ship yards Home, a day and a half ago with a full complement of crew.  Hal had remarked that it was much easier to do his job now that he didn’t have to keep track of all the other systems, as well as his own.   The Retribution’s crew was primarily made up of Nixa but there was a contingent of Worlders on board in case they were discovered and they had to engage the Esii openly.  There were five pairs of Worlders.  Ten in all, who kept their focus on the offensive weapons and reaction force in case of a boarding action.  Cole desperately hoped they would be bored and unused for this mission.
 
   Cole had been constantly scanning the reports he was receiving from the Nixa manning the sensor stations, and Hal’s reports on the status of the ship itself.  So far they had passed by the outer sensor platforms the Esii had set up around the perimeter of the system.  It looked like they had just floated right on by without alerting anyone of their presence.  They had passed through the orbits of the two furthest planets and were approaching the one currently held by the Esii.  The system itself wasn’t big compared to some others in the galaxy, and according to all reports was void of anything resembling value to other races.  It had a very weak red giant that gave off little light and the outer two planets were frozen solid.  The closest planet to the system’s sun was so close to it that it was baked dry and constantly washed in stellar radiation.  Nothing could even get close enough to it for it to be of any use.  The second planet wasn’t that much different than the first, though it was far enough away that the Esii and the Pures had landed on it to do some research.  The Pures had left while the Esii had stayed.
 
   Cole had read up on the system when they had decided to test their attack force here.  He had Hal dig up all the information he could from his files on the planet.  There wasn’t much.  He had read the initial and final reports made by his ancestors on the planets and the system.  They were pretty cut and dry as far as Cole was concerned.  His ancestors had come to the conclusion that the star had died almost a million years ago but lacked the mass to collapse into a black hole.  It ended swelling up and forming a red giant, probably consuming a planet or two as it grew.  The stars’ metamorphosis left the system barren and dead, if it ever even had life in it before the star’s death.  They found nothing else remarkable about the system so they left it with a XX designator.  That was their code for unremarkable and waste no more resources on it.  It was the 4426th system they had given the XX rating.
 
   Cole was very interested in what the Esii had found out here that his ancestors hadn’t.  He was more concerned with troop and ship levels at the moment and would worry about what they were doing here later.  “Okay people, stay sharp.  We are about twenty minutes out from the Esii base.  I want a constant feed from everyone on what they are seeing.”  Cole didn’t know why he kept whispering.  It wasn’t like he was actually talking and even if he was, the Esii sure as hell couldn’t hear him.  It was his nerves and he knew it.  He forced himself to take a few deep breaths and slow his pulse down.  He knew that good leaders never let on about how nervous or scared they might really be so he had to relax as much as he could.  This time with more volume and confidence he said.  “Hal, we are going to be focusing on what’s in front of us.  I need you to keep an eye on our back side.”
 
   “Sure thing boss,” Came Hal’s reply.
 
   Cole left the recon work to the crew.  He had only given himself one job.  He was responsible for the flying of the ship.  He had to keep his movements slow and deliberate while also being able to respond to his crew requests for better angles on targets and avoiding threats that might betray them to the Esii.  “Here we go, now remember everyone has their own assigned sectors to watch.  I don’t want anyone outside of those sectors and give me as much warning as you can if you need me to adjust the ship’s direction so you can get a better view of possible threats.”  He got a quiet murmur of confirmation from the crew. 
 
   As time and space slipped slowly by, the tension on the bridge steadily grew.  This was the last test of the stealth package and it was going to be live or die.  Cole watched as the time and distance countdown hit all zeros.  He held his breath. He watched his readouts and visually scanned local space.  Nothing.  No reaction to their presence yet.  He slowed the Retribution down and put her into a high orbit of the planet and waited.  It should only take the orbiting Esii ships a few more minutes to swing into view of his people sensor net.  
 
   Cole saw a flash of reflected light on the curve of the dead planet.  “Here they come, get ready.”  He said firmly to his crew.  Within a few moments the orbiting ships of the Esii base were in plain view and rapidly approaching The Retribution.  Cole moved the ship closer to the Esii and began to increase his speed to match that of the orbiting station and ship.
 
   The tension on board melted away once the crew started to do their jobs and they forgot how exposed they currently were if anything unfortunate happened.  Cole scanned the reports as they started to come in from his people.  There was zero surface activity on the planet, so whatever the Esii were doing there, it was happening below the surface.  There were a dozen satellites and countless space debris holding low planetary orbits.  Cole had to adjust the ship’s orbit on occasion to avoid colliding with some of that junk.  Cole watched as the big Esii battle cruiser hovered over the planet.  God, he wanted to sneak up and blast it with everything he had.  Screw the training exorcise, he wanted some vengeance.  He forced those thoughts away and regained his composure.  He noticed he was getting a request from a sensor tech.  Cole responded to the tech’s request bringing the ship in even closer to the Esii battle cruiser.  Those things were ugly.  Not a sleek line anywhere on her.  She was a bloated mass with protrusions and bulges all over her exterior.  She would never enter atmosphere, that was for certain.
 
   Cole saw a pinprick of light flare to life near the midsection of the ship.  He saw two of the small spider fighter craft he had done battle with in the ruins of his home planet, boil forth and take off at what had to have been max speed.  They tracked the two ships until they disappeared behind the curve of the planet.  In under ten minutes they came out from behind them and continued on, circling the planet a total of ten times before finally docking back in the battle cruiser.  The Retribution stayed in a matching orbit around the planet for two hours gathering all the data they could on the system and its defenses before Cole finally started maneuvering the Retribution away from the planet.  Even burning the maneuvering thrusters at full, it took them almost two days to reach the minimum safe distance to avoid detection.  When they got to that point, Cole cranked up the engines and dropped the stealth systems and headed for deep space at best speed.  He wanted to be very far away before he engaged the Grav Warp drive and headed for Home.
 
   As they hurtled through space at nearly the speed of light, Cole began reading and organizing the data they had collected.  He had let the crew return to normal watches and minimal staffing because if they were as tired as he was, they needed some rest.  Cole couldn’t though because he needed to know that what they had at their planet was sufficient enough to be good training and light enough that they could attack with minimal to zero casualties.  With Hal’s help he slowly began to organize the data and make a plan of attack.  A wicked smile grew on Coles lips.  Yes, it would definitely be time for a little payback.  Hal let Cole know they were far enough away to make the translation to Grav Warp safely and Cole did just that.  
 
   They arrived back at Home in one piece and the Esii were none the wiser to the scouting mission that had just taken place in their system.  Cole quickly landed and ordered his crew to stand down and rest while he met up with the Major and his squadron commanders.  He only spent ten minutes giving them his assessment and their plan of attack.  It was as simple and straight forward attack as he could think of.  He gave his subordinates a whole day to come up with a better idea before they left.  Nobody could, so one standard day later, they left Home once again headed for system XX4426 and to re-launch a war. 
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   “I think I prefer sudden violence and action to planned warfare.  There are no nerves to sudden violence.  One moment everything is normal, the next you are fighting for your life.  There is no tense nervous waiting period before hand to weaken your resolve. If there is one thing I could avoid in this war it would be the minutes, hours or days before a planned attack. The waiting and wondering is enough to unman the best of us.  The second guessing is the worst though.  The lives of my crew depend on the plan we have made and I have decided to execute.  If I missed something or overestimated our capabilities and underestimated theirs, we could be about to bite off more that we can chew.  It is these things that I think about in those minutes, hours and days before an attack. If this attack goes according to plan I won’t even get to release some of this tension by blowing anything up.  I have to keep reminding myself that this is a training exercise for my new battleship and her crew and not for me to be overly interfering in their attack.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Retribution and her crew had left almost six standard hours before the battleship, newly named The Reckoning, had left its berth at the Home docks.  Cole wanted to have ample time to get back in the system and do a fast recon before the Reckoning jumped in for the attack.  If anything had changed in the last few days since they had left, Cole wanted to know about it and be able to update the battleship.
 
    
 
   They followed the same procedure they had the first time, and were on a ballistic course for the occupied planet.  The Retribution traveled much faster in warped space than the Reckoning so it actually arrived about a day faster.  They had plenty of time to get in system, create the command and control the bigger ship would need to successfully attack the Esii.  Again, they had passed by the outer sensor net with no problems and were settling into a matching orbit with the Esii ship and station.
 
   So far everything looked to be about the same as the last time they were here.  The small space station the battleship was docked with, was still in the same position as before.  There appeared to be no new satellites or ground based structures anywhere.  Cole was looking forward to the show the Reckoning was going to be putting on in about an hour.  
 
   There was no way the Reckoning was going to be able to jump in close enough to catch the Esii battle cruiser still berthed with the space station, so Cole was expecting the Esii to have time to deploy its Spider Fighters and head out to meet the Reckoning before she got into attack range.  Cole had only given himself and the Retribution two jobs to do during this fight.  The first was to have all the targets preloaded into the battleships computers and to ensure the Esii couldn’t make any long distance calls for help.  Otherwise Cole was just going to sit back and evaluate his people performance.  
 
   This time Sky had come with them on board the Retribution so the waiting wasn’t as bad.  “How did the medic training go?  Are they going to be able to handle any emergencies over there without you?”
 
   “Yes, Nixa combat medics are very capable at their jobs and took to my abridged training program very well.  They should be able to handle any emergency, especially with the Reckonings medical computer to help them out.  How are you doing?”  Cole liked the fact that conversations between two people linked into the ship happened as fast as thought.  It made conversations go much faster.
 
    
 
   He was sharing a private link that only he and Sky could listen in on.  “Nervous, but good.  I don’t think we have too much to worry about but anyone who has been in the military knows about Murphy and his laws.  They tend to strike at inopportune times.”
 
   “Refresh my memory, I don’t recall any of these Murphy’s laws.”  Sky asked back.
 
   “Simply put, Murphy’s law states that anything that can go wrong, will go wrong at the worst time possible.  You can’t factor it into your plans but you can anticipate it happening at some point in time in any military campaign.  On Earth when something bad happens by accident usually someone will say “Murphy strikes again,” Cole explained to her.
 
   “I believe I understand and have run into Mr. Murphy a time or two before.”  Cole could imagine seeing a smile on her face when she said those words.  
 
   They slowly began to pull away from the Esii ship to give the battle cruiser some room to maneuver out, after they picked up the Reckoning moving in system.  Space was a big place but ships could still run into each other out here.  Cole glanced at the countdown.  One minute left until the Reckoning popped out of warp and onto the Esii sensor net.  Cole started to countdown with the clock when it reached ten.  The Reckoning was right on time.  She dropped out of Grav Warp as close to the system as she possibly could.  Cole orientated a camera towards her and magnified.  He loved to watch her deploy her small ship to ship drone fighters.  
 
   One section of her hull plates were violently blown away from her side.  This allowed the drones to launch all as one solid unit.  Drones boiled out from her and began forming up along her right side.  As soon as all the drones were clear of her launch sides, tractors grabbed all the loose hull plates and firmly reattached them to her sides making her seamless and unbroken again. 
 
   Happy with the rapid deployment of her drones and her approach speed in system, Cole turned his attention back to the planet.  The Esii had been caught completely off guard.  The battle cruiser was still trying to get away from the space station and turn to meet the threat.  The spider fighters were deploying in dribs and drabs slowly, forming into cohesive units.  It looked like the Reckoning would be on them before they were fully ready to begin fighting.  Oh well, Cole thought to himself, at least some of the drone pilots would get some action before the Reckoning destroyed the battle cruiser.
 
   The Esii finally got their ship away from the space station and that opened up another launch bay for their fighters.  The number of Spider Fighters rapidly grew as the previously blocked launch bay cleared the space station.  It looked to be as even a fight number wise, as they could hope.  The Retribution’s scanner crews found and cataloged all fifty of the Spider Fighters as they emerged from the battle cruiser.  They tagged the fighters and relayed the information to the Reckoning’s combat bridge and to the drone pilots.  Cole watched his display as the orders to engage rolled out and a color scheme took shape for the attack.  Cole’s side kept their gold, blue, green, white and orange designators on the HUD while the Reckoning was a blazing brilliant white.  The Esii fighters and battle cruiser stayed coded red but with numbers that corresponded to his sides colors.  The Esii had broken into five, ten fighter strong squads.  Each of the five squads had numbers showing above them matching the various colors of the Reckoning’s squads, with one left over for the guns of the battleship itself.  Cole watched as his drones broke into attack formation and sped forward to meet the enemy in the first battle of the engagement and the war.
 
   Cole was captivated by the scene unfolding before him.  The two sides raced forward to meet each other in battle.  Cole watched the distance between the two groups rapidly approach zero and bring the Esii within range of the drone’s main guns.  The counter hit zero and the drones opened fire on the Esii.  They had the range on the Esii by at least twenty seconds.  The Esii broke wildly in all directions unable to adjust to the early, and massive amount of fire from the unknown enemies.  From there it broke down into squadron on squadron dog fights as the two bigger ships steadily approached attack range.
 
    
 
   Cole caught a quick warning from the communications crew aboard the Retribution, the space station was calling for help.  “Jam that signal NOW!”  Roared Cole at the communications crew.  The crewman frantically worked to stop it but Cole wasn’t sure if he had been fast enough.  “Send a tight beam transmission to the Reckoning and let her know that a distress call may have made it out system.”  Cole got a confirmation of receipt of the information from the Reckoning’s commander.
 
   Cole refocused his attention back to the wild dog fights going on to his front.  The Esii were over matched and underprepared.  The Drones were, simply put, out of the Esii pilot’s league.  With no living occupants they could accelerate faster and do tighter turns than the spider fighters.  They were destroying Esii fighters by the hand full.  They had already lost half of their force with only three drones out of commission in return.  To seal their fate, the Reckoning was now in range to fully support the drones.  Her anti-ship guns opened up giving her gunners a shot at some kills before the fun was over.  It was over fast, in all told only seven minutes and thirty-five seconds had passed since the first shots had been fired.  The last of the spider fighters disappeared into rapidly expanding clouds of debris.  The drones reformed on the Reckoning to fly support as the big ships crossed into her maximum firing envelope.  Again the Pure Human ships had the advantage of greater range than the Esii and started to fire a full minute before the Esii could even respond. 
 
   To its credit the Esii battle cruiser withstood the first two salvos of the Reckonings attack and got off a partial return fire before she died a fiery death.  None of the return fire got anywhere close to penetrating the Reckonings shields.  It was only a moment later, when they came within range of the planet and the orbiting station.  The station didn’t survive the first and only salvo the Reckoning fired at it.
 
   Through it all, the Retribution maintained its stealth integrity and continued sending updated targeting and target information.  Cole let out a breath he hadn’t been aware he was holding and relaxed just a little bit.  So far it had gone off without a hitch and now it was time to see if they could locate any survivors.  
 
   Cole called for a tight beam transmission again to the Reckoning and began speaking to the Major.  “Good job Major you have successfully carried the day.  Send out a picket and begin search and capture missions.  If possible, I want some of them alive to interrogate.”  The Major didn’t bother to respond, he just started to issue orders and half the drone fighters returned to dock aboard the Reckoning while one quarter moved further out system to act as a rear guard.  The last quarter moved out with the newly emerging wrecker ships that would conduct the actual search.
 
   Cole kept the Retribution out of any of the action just in case there was some device they hadn’t discovered still in the area taking readings on what was going on.  The Retribution would be his ace in the hole if they ever found themselves in a tight spot.  So he just sat back and watched his people work.
 
   The ships he had called wreckers, had deployed from the Reckoning.  They each picked up two drone fighters to act as an escort.  The wreckers each had two crew aboard who had previously been flying drone craft but had been recalled to operate the overly large wreckers.  The wreckers were large flying boxes and were never intended for anything other than clean up after a battle.  Their cargo holds were large enough to hold an undamaged Spider Fighter and they had overpowered tractor beams that were capable of towing massive amounts.  This was also the only time his pilots would actually be present in a small craft on the field of battle so it made Cole a little nervous to see them out there with nothing more than a two drone escort.  The Major seemed to think that it would be enough and never let the wreckers get out of range of the big ship’s guns.
 
   After a few minutes they had given up their search for survivors amongst the wreckage, they had been too thorough.  Every ship and crew had been destroyed.  Cole sent out another call to the Reckoning.  “It’s your call Major, do we go, or stay to go planet side?  Remember, a call may have gone out for help.”  Cole knew what he would do in this situation but he wanted to hear what the Major had in mind.
 
    
 
   The Major was about to respond when alarm klaxons rang out on both ships.  A massive signal appeared on Coles HUD.  “Shit.  Well Major, the decision has been made for you.  Recall your fighters and head away from those ships until you can jump out.”  Cole watched as the massive blip on his radar slowly formed into six separate battle cruisers.  That would be at least two hundred and eighty-eight spider fighters and six cruisers against his forty-eight main attack drones, twelve reserve drones and one battleship.  Not very good odds even with their advantage in tech, he hated to do it before they had found out what was going on down on the planet but they had achieved their main goal.  His people were ready to take the fight to their enemies.
 
   In no time at all they had conducted an orderly pick up of their drone and wrecker craft and had turned away from the incoming craft.  With their speed advantage they would be safely on the other side of the solar system and out to the jump point well out of range of the Esii weapons.  Cole moved the Retribution out of close orbit and backed away from the planet.  He wasn’t too worried about being spotted by the new ships but he wanted to have a little distance from them in case he had to run.  The Retribution was dead silent as the fleet approached.  All eyes were on the recently arrived ships.  
 
   Cole watched intently as the ships parked in an orbit far enough away to barely be called an orbit and without waiting or signaling the planet, they commenced bombardment.  It could only be considered a sterilization attack.  They destroyed the whole side of the planet their people were on.  Nothing could have survived.  Interesting, Cole thought to himself, they don’t take chances if they think they have been compromised.  The ships turned and began to head back out the way they had come in.
 
   “Hal find out where they came from and where they are going if it is different.  I want to know if it was dumb luck that brought them here or were they responding to the message that the ship got out.”  Hal brought up the system that scanned for, and read, engine signatures and trails.  Then began to run down all the possible locations based on the inbound and outbound paths.
 
   “It was luck Cole, the only thing out that way is the Esii home world.  They were probably just on a routine stop over to check on things.  I am scanning the planet now but it looks like they did a thorough job destroying everything on the planet, and still in orbit around the planet.”  Hal went silent.
 
   Cole mulled a few thoughts around for a minute before he decided it was time to go.  He turned the Retribution towards the rapidly leaving Reckoning and started her on the same path.  He set up the flight path and the jump sequence before disengaging from the Retribution.  God, his body ached.  He stood and stretched working the sore stiff muscles in his back and neck.
 
   A lot had happened in the last few hours and Cole had much to think about and plan for.  His recruits had done well and pulled the mission off almost perfectly.  He didn’t get a prisoner to interrogate but he got a sense of how the Esii fought when defeat was certain and how his guys could handle battle.  The battle had been one sided that was for sure but the Esii didn’t know that until it was too late.  They put up as stiff a resistance as they could.  He headed off the bridge and down to his cabin lost in his thoughts and planning the next step of this war.
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   “This was a different kind of fight for me than I was trained for.  If I had had any inclination that this is what I was supposed to do with my life I would have joined the Navy.  I relied heavily on the stored information of the tactics my ancestors had developed with the experience of the Twin Worlders and Nixa to plan that attack.  As I go over the information I gathered from the Esii ships on station and the ones that showed up after the attack, I regret running.  I believe we could have taken them all and avoided serious losses of equipment and personnel.  Hind sight is 20/20 after all, but still I find I need to be more decisive and should take more control of the battles from here on out.  The Major is a great asset, and he controls and treats his people well but he is more set in his ways as far as being a ground pounder than I am.  Now that the training is over I will keep the Retribution hidden for as long as possible but I will lead from her deck.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It hadn’t taken long for the Retribution to catch her sister ship and they jumped out simultaneously in order to hide the Retribution’s jump with the larger ships.  A final precaution in case anyone was looking or came around scanning the departure area.  Again it felt like only a short time to make the trip from the point of attack back to Home.  Cole had Hal park the ship and release the crew for the remainder of the day with orders for his section chiefs to report in the morning for a debrief and to go over their future plans.  Sky found Cole sitting at his table with the unfinished remains of his dinner slowly cooling in front of him.
 
   “You won a great victory today, why do you look like someone kicked you in the balls?  Did I say that right?  I have been practicing my Earth swearing,” Sky said as she slid into the seat next to him and set a cup of steaming liquid down in front of him.  She looked him over and noted the rumpled appearance and stormy look on his face.
 
   “I wouldn’t call it a great victory, a victory maybe but also a squandered opportunity.  I am happy with how the crews handled their first action and am looking forward to unleashing them onto the Esii.  We still have the problem of finding the Sun Eater.  As much as I like giving the Esii black eyes, we need to find and kill that ship.”  Cole took a slow sip of the steamy liquid in front of him and started choking and gagging.  “God damn, what is that?’  He sputtered out.
 
   “It is something I picked up from my studies of Earth.  It is called a Kentucky Straight Whiskey, though I find it better hot than over ice.”  She said before taking the drink from him and downing it in one gulp.
 
   “Never give me hot whiskey.”  Cole wheezed out as he tried to catch his breath.  
 
   “I also added a very popular spice from my home world that some of my people brought with them, it adds to the heat of the drink.”  
 
   Cole was finally getting his breath back at this point and he started to chuckle.  “Remind me to ask first next time before I drink.”  Cole leaned back in his chair.  They were both quiet for a moment before Cole picked up the conversation after he was nearly killed by her drink concoction.  “The way I see it, we have two options.  First, we spread out and spend some of the Admiral’s money trying to buy the location of the ship.  That will be costly and time consuming and may also reveal our intentions to the wrong people.  Second, we hit every Esii base, patrol or outpost and hope to capture some Intel or a prisoner that can point the way.  That one will also be time consuming and dangerous, but it has the best chance of working and might net us the information we need.  We need locations of Esii personnel and equipment for that to work, and it will only work a few times.  Eventually they will start moving in larger groups that we can’t take.”
 
   Cole leaned forward and placed his elbows on the table and cradled his head in his hands.  Sky got up and moved around behind him and began rubbing his shoulders.  “There is a way for us to get the information we need but I doubt you will approve.”
 
   “At this point I am willing to hear any suggestion.”  Cole replied in a quiet voice.
 
   Sky continued to massage his shoulders and back as she spoke.  “My people have been tracking and monitoring the movements and colonies of the Esii since the war ended those many thousands of years ago.  They would have the information we need and I believe they would provide it to us.”  Before she could continue Cole interrupted her.
 
   “That puts your planet in jeopardy, if the Esii found out that the Nixa aided us they would show up with that damn ship and more cruisers than we could handle.  I can’t risk your people like that Sky.”  Cole turned around in his chair and grabbed her hands.  “Believe me Sky, if there was a way to get that info safely I would do it but I don’t know how it could be done.”
 
   “Thalo has offered to go to Nixa and retrieve the information for you.  He will sneak onto the planet and steal the information.  He claims to have hacked the Nixa governmental computers before and thinks he can do it again.”  She looked into his eyes and saw a small glimmer of hope blossom.  “I believe he can do it and not get caught.”
 
   Cole rolled the idea around for a while in his brain.  The damn Worlder was a sneaky little bastard and could probably get in and out with no problems.  “I will think on it a bit and if no better ideas come out tomorrow after the briefing I think I will support it.”
 
   “Good, now on to other pressing matters.”  With that she pressed her body up to his and kissed him soundly.  A while later Cole lay tangled up in the bed sheets with Sky.  She seemed to be sound asleep.  Cole lay looking up at the ceiling, his mind was racing with the possibilities the future held.  He felt bad because he was happier now than at any point in his life.  The Earth was gone and his people were almost extinct, yet here he was alive and thriving.  Sky nestled in closer to him and his mind wandered away from the maudlin thoughts as he closed his eyes and thought more about the future than the past.
 
   The next morning started with a work out in the sparring room with Sky then a quick shower and a plateful of what almost tasted like bacon and eggs.  The ship was empty except for a skeleton crew manning the long range sensor stations.  Cole and Sky took the small transport shuttle down to Home.  Cole couldn’t help but wince when he thought of the base as Home but he couldn’t think of anything else to call it.  It was the place he kept coming back to after every mission.  He gave a mental shrug and guided the small ship into the landing bay.  Jeth and Thalo were waiting in the bay for them.
 
   “Ahh, the glorious leader graces us with his presence and that of his lovely companion.”  He gave them both a sweeping bow.  
 
   Jeth swung a giant fist at him mid bow and Thalo nearly fell over trying to avoid the massive appendage.  “One day I am not going to be here and you will say the wrong thing to the wrong person.  You will get yourself killed, forcing me to go through life with no bond.”  He shook his giant head back and forth.
 
   “That day will never come, I will almost guarantee,” Thalo replied.
 
   “Don’t be so sure about that, Sky here has volunteered you for a special mission.  I still haven’t decided if I will be sending you yet.”  Cole said with an evil grin.
 
   “I believe I know what mission you are speaking of and if I’m not mistaken I suggested it.  I know I am quite capable of pulling it off without a hitch.”  He said as he straightened his clothes and patted them back into place.  
 
    
 
   Cole walked by the pair and started to head for the door.  “Let’s wait to discuss this with the others so we don’t have to repeat ourselves too many times.”  Thalo, Jeth and Sky all fell in around him as he walked across the deck.
 
   A few moments later they found themselves in one of the larger auditoriums on the base.  Both crews had been assembled here and had been waiting for Cole to show up.  As he walked in, a steady applause started in the back and followed him forward to the stage.  Sky, Jeth and Thalo all stopped and took the three open seats in front of the stage.  Cole climbed the stairs and stood at the podium.  He raised his hands and called for silence.  “I hope the applause is for all of you and the great job you did against the enemy and not just for me.  What we started yesterday, I believe, will determine the course of the galaxy for centuries to come.  I wanted you all here so you could see my appreciation and my thanks for you joining this cause.  I also wanted to give all of you a chance to speak up directly to me about any concerns you may have.  After this meeting I will meet with the section heads and commander of the Reckoning to determine the next stage of this war.  Speak up now if you have need.”  Cole was quiet and scanned the audience.
 
   A voice from the back shouted out.  “We have no complaints as long as we continue killing Esii.”  The auditorium erupted in applause at that.  
 
   Cole waived them to silence again.  “I agree whole heartedly with that.  If there are no more comments, we will adjourn to the operation’s room and begin the next stage of planning.  Cole walked off the stage to a final round of thunderous applause and out the back door heading for the op’s room. 
 
   Cole arrived and took the seat at the head of the table and waited for the rest.  Thalo, Jeth and Sky arrived first, followed shortly by the Major and his section and squadron commanders.  After they all got settled into their seats Cole started the meeting.  The next few hours dissolved into back and forth arguments on the best course of action for discovering the location of the Esii Sun Eater ship.  Eventually nothing new was successfully brought to the table, so the final word on the matter was Cole’s.
 
   “I hate to do this but I think we have no choice, I will be sending Thalo to raid the Nixa governmental files and bring them back to us here.”  The Nixa in the room suddenly felt slightly uncomfortable.  “He has resources that are not mine to discuss and I believe he can accomplish the mission without alerting the Nixa government or the Esii.  Major, you will need to promote someone to fill his vacant spot in command of gold squadron and do it quickly.  As soon as we have the Nixa files on the locations and movement patterns of the Esii we will begin a ruthless assault on all of their inadequately guarded shipping and settlements.  Our goal will be to capture intelligence and prisoners that can reveal the location of the Esii Sun Eater ship.  We will continue to destroy their assets until we have that information or they find a way to stop us.  Thalo, work up a list of the things you will need to get the job done and give it to the Major.  I want everyone else to continue training with the simulators until we know our ships like the backs of our hands.  How long do you think you will need, Thalo to do your mission?”
 
   Thalo didn’t miss the opportunity to be the center of attention.  He leaned back in his chair and slowly stroked his chin pretending to think it over.  Cole knew perfectly well that he had the whole thing already planned out and didn’t need to think at all but he gave the small being the stage for now.
 
   “I would say no more than a week at the most.  I need to find the other part of my team and that could be a problem.”  
 
   Jeth snorted from the back of the room.  “It will be more than a problem.”
 
   “What is that supposed to mean?”  Asked the Major.
 
   “Well, if you remember I promised one hundred and one Worlders for the crew of the two ships and so far there are exactly only one hundred here.  The last one I thought was going to come never showed up at the rendezvous.  He is odd for a Worlder.  His bond mate died a few years ago and normally when that happens we return to our homes and seek the comfort of loved ones and friends until we can successfully reenter the world.  Or we go crazy and kill ourselves.  He did a little of both.  Most believe he is a functioning psychotic.  But he is the one who helped me hack the Nixa systems before and I will need him again.  I have talked to some fellow Worlders and they all seem to think that he is currently on Archones.  I hope to go and find him there.  Whether he will help me again is unknown at this point but I will try to enlist him if possible.  If not, I will endeavor to get the information on my own.”  He seemed unsure of the last point.
 
   The room was quiet for a moment as everyone absorbed what he had just said.  Before anyone could raise any objections Cole spoke up.
 
   “Okay, you all have your orders and should start debriefing your men and setting up some kind of training schedule.  If there is nothing else, I will see you all later.”  Cole rose and dismissed the meeting.  He gestured at Thalo and headed out the rear doors that lead to his chambers on the base.  Thalo followed close behind him and behind Thalo was Jeth.  They walked in silence to Cole’s rooms.  They entered and took seats around his small conference table.
 
   “You never said anything about a crazy Worlder when you discussed this with Sky.  Why not?”
 
   Thalo looked at Jeth for a brief moment sharing silent communications before looking back at Cole.  “Like I said most of our people think Split is crazy, I don’t.  I knew him before his bond mate died and I have known him since.  He may be a little off, but he is not crazy and he knows his stuff concerning computer systems.  I have been in a few tight spots with him over the years, before and after he lost his bond, and will put my life in his hands every time.”
 
   “Me too.”   Was all Jeth added to the argument.
 
   “So why didn’t he show up at your rendezvous if he was so important?”  Cole asked Thalo.
 
   “I don’t know.  I sent him a few different messages through a few sources.  I can only believe he thought what he was doing was more important than answering the summons.”
 
   “Yeah about that, I thought that was your purpose in life.  To prepare and wait for me or my people and aid us.  What could he be doing that was more important than that?”  Cole asked.
 
   “It is and again I don’t know.  All I can say is that it would have to be important for him to miss.”  Jeth was resolute in his feelings toward the Worlder he called Split.
 
   Cole looked back and forth between the two Worlders.  He sighed and rubbed at his eyes.  “Damn it.  Okay, go get what you need.  Find this guy and get me the Intel on the Esii.  I expect you back in no more than two weeks from the day you leave.  I also expect you to have this Split along with you.  Understand?”  They both nodded their agreement and started to rise.
 
   “We shall do all that and more.”  Thalo said with a flourish as they left the room.
 
   Cole firmly believed his life just got a lot more complicated.  He swiveled around in his chair and leaned back rubbing at his eyes again.  He hoped he had nothing to worry about and that Thalo would do his job well enough to go undetected and get away clean with the Intel, but he didn’t keep his hopes that high.  Oh well, what was the worst that could happen?
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   “I had almost absolute faith that Thalo could pull off the mission I sent him on.  According to him, I am the first being that ever saw him while he was cloaked.  Before they left on their mission I asked him about his unique ability to mask sound and hide himself from view.  He basically told me to mind my own business and ask him again later when he felt like betraying his race to an outsider.  I guess I will never know how he does it.  I did some digging in the ships records and found that a few different races of beings have varying abilities.  Some have slight telekinesis powers while others can sense and share emotions with people.  That got me thinking and I did a further search on Jedi or anything resembling the force and came up empty.  I was very disappointed.  It seems that some beings just have extra talents that others don’t.  I also did a search for a light saber type of weapon and came up empty.  Today was a day for disappointments.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Cole had been camped in the command center of the base for the last two days.  Thalo and Jeth were late, very late.  They had wanted a week.  Cole had given them two and now they had been gone for three.  Cole was running out of time to make a decision.  He had met with his people last night to discuss options.  It hadn’t been very helpful.  All of their hopes had rested on Thalo getting the Nixa’s Intel on the Esii.  They hadn’t been able to think of a new way to acquire the badly needed Intel.  If Thalo and Jeth didn’t return, they were going to be forced to start spending some credits to buy the information and take the chance of having their plans passed along to the Esii.
 
   Damn it, Cole silently cursed as he stared at the holo image of the Home System.  He had been staring at the map floating in front of him for the past few hours and nothing had changed.  Still no sign.  He had sent a small group of his Nixa out to a close inhabited world and had them check the news nets and posts from Nixa.  They had come back with no good information.  If Thalo and Jeth had made it to Nixa they hadn’t been caught, or if they had it had been kept a secret because the news was silent on any hacking of government systems.  There were also no strange reports from Archones about capturing any Worlders.  They had just disappeared.
 
   That, more than anything, was what had Cole worried.  He had entrusted Thalo and Jeth with the coordinates to Home.  If the Esii had somehow gotten their hands on the pair, the Home System could very well be in big trouble.  After the Nixa had returned with their disheartening report, Cole had moved the base to a higher state of readiness.  Both ships had at least a minimum crew aboard to prep them if they were attacked.  He had found and deployed more sensor platforms and auto defense satellites.  He was confident the defensive measures were sufficient enough to protect the base but he still was worried about an attack.  
 
   Sky had been with him almost nonstop for the past few days of his vigil, until he had asked her to go check on the only other surviving human left in the galaxy.  She had left him not twenty minutes ago to do just that.
 
   The news there was still not good.  The patient still exhibited, what Sky still called, abnormal brain wave patterns for a human and was still unresponsive to stimuli.  She may as well be dead for all the life she didn’t exhibit.  Machines still did her breathing and she was fed via IV.  One more failure added to the list.  Sky thought it may be time to just let her go.  Sky told Cole that she wasn’t in any pain but she couldn’t live on her own.  
 
    
 
   Cole glanced around the command center.  It was a brightly lit room full of holo displays.  They showed in great detail, the surrounding asteroid belt and the system it was in.  Other displays showed the base itself or the dock and yard area.  He was still amazed at the level of detail that could be shown on these displays.  Other screens were blank and would stay that way until they were attacked, then they would constantly show damage and repair information.  Cole hoped to never see those turned on.  If they were, especially this soon, the war would be over.
 
   The commander’s chair he was sitting in was, as always, very comfortable.  It was elevated so it gave him a good view of the whole room.  This was the first room that looked like it should, well what the movies made a sci-fi command room look like.  The ships were totally connection based so there wasn’t much to see if you were not plugged into the ship.  Just a room with some chairs and a few displays.  The base wasn’t as sophisticated as the ships and the necessity of the base troops to move and fight made the bonding process untenable.    He slouched down in his chair and rested his chin in his hand.
 
   Without warning the defense net came to life.  Cole shot up straight in his chair and peered intently at Home System floating in front of him.  A small red dot appeared on the fringes of the system just outside of the minimum jump range.  The Nixa manning the sensor system looked back at Cole with his question unvoiced.  Cole nodded at him, and the Nixa turned on the warning klaxon.  Right about now the ships should be revving up and personnel should be running to transports to report to the ships.  Cole let the klaxon blare for a few minutes just to make sure everyone was moving before he had the Nixa silence it.  The red dot hadn’t moved any closer since it had been picked up on their sensor net.
 
   It was hanging there just waiting, like it knew it was in range and was waiting to be identified.  Cole looked at the comm operator and said.  “Get me a channel to that ship.”  He waited while the comm man brought up all frequencies.  He nodded to Cole.  
 
   “Attention unknown craft.  If you have already sent a message, then ignore the parts of this one that are unnecessary.  State your intentions, crew size and any other information that you may think will help keep me from blasting you out of space.”  Cole glanced at the Nixa on the comm station.  “What is the lag time on transmissions?”
 
   “At that distance about thirty minutes.”  He responded.  Cole heard the door slide open and someone walk calmly into the room.
 
   Without turning around he said.  “Sky, this isn’t your duty station during an emergency.”
 
   “I know.  I just wanted to see if it was them.”  She sounded a little hurt by his snapped comment.
 
   “Sorry, nerves I guess.  You’re fine, there are no injured anyway so you’re not vital to the med lab right now.”  He waived her over to the nearest seat.  “No confirmation yet on who it is, but the ship doesn’t match the one they left in.  They haven’t come any closer than our extreme sensor range.”
 
   They waited and watched the holo.  Within ten minutes of activating the alarm klaxon, both ships were fully staffed and ready for action.  Cole ordered the Retribution go stealth and he pushed out the Reckoning to cover for the base.  This was one thing the movies didn’t prepare you for, the waiting.  It was hard to imagine something travelling at the speed of light taking thirty minutes to get to its destination and another thirty to get back.  The countdown clock finally reached zero and started to count up.  They had to have received the message by now and had hopefully sent one in reply.  If they had sent one almost instantly it shouldn’t take more than thirty-one or two minutes to receive it.
 
   The time slowly ticked by.  Cole’s eyes never left the image on the map.  He refocused the view of the map to center on the unknown ship.  He zoomed the view in and found himself looking at a small craft that had to barely be able to manage a grav jump.  If Thalo and Jeth were in there it was very crowded, not to mention if they also had Split with them.
 
   Time ticked by.  The clock hit thirty minutes and no response came.  Five more minutes passed with no response.
 
   “Hal, get one of the Retribution’s transports back here and pick us up.  Hangar one is the closest.  I will meet you there.”  Cole shot to his feet and ran to the exit.  Sky was close on his heels.  They ran down the hall and took the lift down to the hanger level.   The door to hangar one opened and they saw the small transport from the ship landing in the bay.  They sprinted across the bay and vaulted into the back of the transport.  Hal had the small craft up and moving before they had settled into the pilot’s couch.
 
   “No change in the unknown ship.”  Hal supplied as they rocketed away from the base and turned toward the Retribution.
 
   “All right,” Cole paused for a moment. “Tell the crew to get ready to run an intercept and I will be on the bridge shortly.”  Cole glanced at Sky and shrugged.  “If it’s them and they are in trouble we have to go and find out.”
 
   “If it isn’t them and someone is setting a trap for you?”  Sky asked back.
 
   “Then me being on the Retribution is the best bet of getting out of any trap alive.”  Their conversation was cut short by the ship landing in the Retribution’s cargo bay.  Cole was up and out of his seat in a flash and heading to the bridge.  Sky scrambled to keep up but was no match for his raw speed.  
 
   Cole burst onto the bridge and vaulted over his command chair.  He grasped the arm rests and hurled himself into the link with the ship.  His awareness expanded until he was the ship.  He did a quick status check with the crew before changing the ship’s heading, and giving it a nudge forward.  He ran the specs on the stealth systems again and set the speed to the fastest level he could, while maintaining total stealth.  It would take them nearly an hour to get there.  Cole silently fumed.  If it was the Worlders, and they were in trouble, every minute would count.  They had already wasted a little over an hour trying to talk to them.  “Hal, start feeding me the scan info from Home, I want to know everything I can about that ship before I get there.”
 
   “There isn’t much Cole, but I’ll give you what we got.” An image started to build itself in front of Cole.  It started as a boxy, blurry shape.  As they got closer and the Retribution’s passive scanners started to add more detail to the Home scans, the ship started to resolve itself.
 
   Cole would have let out a whistle if he’d been in his own body.  That was one beat up ship.  The general shape of the ship should have been a rectangular shape with a sloping front that ended in a slight point at the nose.  Cole scanned the records and found an image of a similar ship, but in mint condition.  The ship in front of them only vaguely resembled the one in the archives.
 
   It was missing its stabilizing wings, which would make entering atmosphere impossible.  The front view port appeared to have been lost to vacuum and the emergency shutter was down and pretty banged up.  No wonder it hadn’t replied, Cole couldn’t even tell if it still had a comm array.  He studied the ship from every angle and couldn’t find any possible way for it to hurt his ship.  Even if the small freighter was packed with the most volatile explosive in the known galaxy, it wouldn’t be enough to penetrate his shields.  So he shifted his focus away from the obviously wounded freighter and started to survey the surrounding area of space.
 
   “I can’t find anything out there; I have been searching since it first appeared on our sensor net.”  Hal seemed very thoughtful for a moment before he continued.  “It has to be the Worlders.  There is just no other explanation for a random ship to show up out here.”
 
   “I tend to agree with you but I’m still taking it easy and coming in stealthed.”  Cole centered his focus on the ship again.  He was amazed it had made it as far as it had.  The ship looked dead in space.  It wasn’t even bleeding electrical noise.  That had Cole worried, because if the ship had lost power during its flight here, everyone on board could be DOA.  
 
   Finally, after an agonizingly slow hour had passed, they were in visual range of the ship.  Cole stared at it, trying to will those on board to respond to the repeated hails that where assailing the tiny ship.  Cole flipped the Retribution end over end and opened the rear hatch.
 
    
 
   “Cole what are you doing?”  Sky was managing to send over shock and amazement with the words.  “We can’t bring that ship on board without knowing why it’s here.”
 
   “It has to be them.”  Sky knew who he was talking about without him saying so.  “If they are on that ship then they could be in trouble and I can’t take that chance.”  He opened the rear cargo bay doors and activated the tractor system.  He locked onto the damaged freighter and guided it onboard the Retribution.  He closed the exterior doors and brought the interior cameras online.  He watched with anticipation.  Nothing, no movement, no reaction whatsoever to being brought on board.  Cole severed his connection with the ship and lurched to his feet. “Go get the med bay ready to receive visitors.”
 
   With that he was off.  By the time Cole made it down to the rear cargo bay there was already a four man security team waiting by the doors.  Cole had forgotten about them but was glad they were here in case his judgment was wrong.  As he came up to the door, the security Captain held out a small pistol.
 
   “Here Sir, this is made for close quarters on board ships in a vacuum.”  Cole mumbled his thanks as he pushed his way forward to the door.  
 
   “Remember, there may be friendlies in there so no random shooting.  Pick and identify targets carefully.”  Before they could object Cole slapped the door release and ran into the bay.  He circled around the beat up ship until he came to what used to be the rear hatch. It appeared to have been welded to its frame.
 
   “Someone grab a cutting torch and start opening this can.”  The last security guardsman in the room stopped and ran to the wall to grab the bays only cutting torch.  “Hurry, there could be wounded or dying Worlders in there.”  The crewman moved away from the reinforced welds of the hatch and picked a section of outer plating to cut through.
 
   It was insanely slow work cutting a hole in reinforced hull plating.  Or it seemed that way to Cole.  Cole watched as the guard finally completed the door he was cutting in the hull.  The slab of metal fell away from the ship and landed on the floor with a resounding clang.  Cole stood in front of the newly made door and waited for the steam and smoke to clear the opening.  As soon as he could see into the ship, he turned on his suit’s face shield and activated its low light function.
 
   He was the first onboard and told two of the guards to stay outside and cover the rest of the ship.  The interior was just as badly banged up as the outside.  The guard had cut a hole into the cargo bay of the ship.  It appeared this area had been exposed to vacuum at some point because all of the loose items were piled up under a hastily repaired section of the far wall.  “Bring the cutter.  We might need it again.”  They did.  The interior door to the cargo area had been welded shut too.  They hadn’t trusted the patch work to do the job apparently.  Once they had made it into the main part of the ship it was obvious that whoever was on board had stripped the interior of the ship for makeshift repair parts.  Cabling was pulled out of the walls and plates were missing from the ceiling and floor.  They carefully made their way forward to the bridge door.  It was also sealed but only at three small weld spots.  They had it opened in a few seconds.
 
   They tore the door off its housing and stepped into the cramped bridge.  Three figures, two small and one gigantic, lay prone on the ground in EVA suits.  Cole had no delusions that he could ever roll the big one over so he went to the first of the smaller forms.  He bent down and gently grabbed the arm in the space suit.  Cole took a deep breath and tugged on the arm until the body rolled to its back.
 
   The eyes behind the helmet flickered open and darted around the room unfocused for a moment before settling on Cole.
 
   “Heh, I told those two we would make it.  Where is Sky?  I was expecting a kiss for a returning hero?  Oh well I guess I will settle for passing out.”  Thalo did just that.  Cole removed each of their helmets and found all three Worlders alive and breathing, but not conscious.  
 
   “Sky, better get down here, I think Thalo, Jeth and Split need medical attention and there is no way we are getting them to the med bay.”  She agreed and said they would be right there.  Cole turned to his security team.  “Cut the bridge open, remove the walls and ceiling.”  He felt bad for ordering the final demise of the tough little ship but there was just no way of getting the big Worlders out of there so Sky could look them over.  The team got to work and in a few minutes had all the cuts made and were carefully removing the sections.  All that was left when they were done was the floor of the bridge.  All the walls and ceilings had been removed along with any equipment that had been in the way.  Once they had cleared the way, Sky and her small medical team rushed in to triage the Worlders.
 
   “Thalo was conscious and talking for a moment when we got in.  The others haven’t responded.”  Cole told Sky as she stepped by him.
 
   “If they have been in these suits for long, they may have some dehydration and starvation symptoms, not to mention if they had been on any kind of air ration or shortage.”  Sky looked at each of the three Worlders and did some fast imaging scan work.  She ordered her assistants to care for each of them differently and they obeyed without a word.  Sky had built some respect among her students it seemed.  They cut away the exposure suits and got IV’s started on each of them.  All the great technology in the universe and the best way to get fluids into someone was to shove a needle into them and hang a bag of saline.  Cole chuckled a little to himself over that one.  Oh well, if it isn’t broke and all of that.   He settled in to a comfortable position to watch and wait.  He didn’t have long.  Once the restorative fluids hit their systems they started to moan and come to.  Cole couldn’t wait to hear the story of what happened to his two friends and the new member of the crew.  He found out, much to his dismay, that none of them would ever be telling anyone what happened on their mission.
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   “I have liked Thalo and Jeth since our first meeting.  Among a race of beings bonded to one another they may be unique.  Thalo’s never ending chatter and Jeth’s rarely uttered sentences seem to complement each other perfectly.  Thalo is never one to shy away from boasting of his past accomplishments or foretelling his future ones.  While Jeth on the other hand exudes a quiet confidence.  Like he knows he is the baddest individual in the galaxy and will prove it on anyone unfortunate enough to tangle with him.  Their combined quiet confidence and loud arrogance, is a rock I find I can put my back against in a tight spot.  I am very grateful for that rock.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Let me get this straight.”  Cole said as Jeth, Thalo and Split sat comfortably in the lounge on Home.  “You leave on a mission vital to our cause, return a whole week later than planned in a beat to hell freighter and you won’t tell me what happened?”  Cole was dumbfounded.   Almost speechless.  He threw his hands up in defeat and stormed around the room.
 
   “We got the two things that you wanted.”  Thalo indicated Split as one of them.  “Split has joined us and we got the data off of Nixa without being seen or leaving a trace.  The how and the why of the rest is irrelevant to the discussion.”
 
   “You, Jeth,” Cole pleaded with the giant.  “You can tell me right?”
 
   “I am truly sorry Cole but we have been sworn to silence on this matter by Thalo.  We take those vows very seriously.”  Rumbled the reply from Jeth.
 
   Cole made choked strangling noises as he got his temper under control.  “What the hell happened out there?”
 
   Cole looked into Thalo’s eyes and saw a very embarrassed look cross his face.  They stared at each other for a bit before Cole took a deep breath and calmed himself.  “Someday one of you will break that oath and tell me why Thalo is too embarrassed to tell this story.  But if you say that the mission was a success and no one was the wiser for it then I believe you.”  Cole looked at each of them in turn.
 
   “Yes, yes I was getting to that.”  Thalo cleared his throat.  “Commander, may I introduce you to master hacker and burglar Split.  Split,” he waved his hand toward Cole.  “The Commander.”
 
   Cole locked eyes with the Worlder.  They stared at each other for a moment without saying a word.  Split cocked his head slightly to the side.  It reminded Cole of a dog tilting its head at a strange noise.  “Okay, okay I will ask him.”  Cole was confused for a moment, unsure of whom Split was talking too.  “We would like to know who is buying us a new ship.”  
 
   “Umm, we?”  Cole was definitely missing something here.
 
   “Yes, we destroyed our ship getting these two and the information here and are wondering who will compensate us for the damages.  We upheld our part of the bargain and were promised certain things.”  Cole looked at Thalo.
 
   “Can I speak to you for a moment?”  He waved Thalo over to him and walked away from Split.  “Give us one minute please.”  Thalo joined Cole over by the far wall and they began to whisper to each other.
 
   “I know you said you didn’t think he went crazy after his bond mate died but he is talking like there is someone with him.  Are you sure he is sane?”  Cole asked
 
    
 
   “Please commander, give him a chance.  He was devastated when his other half died and went off by himself into deep space.  He came back after a couple of years and claimed he could still talk to his bond mate.  I have worked with him before and can definitely say there is something to his strange behavior.  He has broken into places I would never even think about breaking into and has hacked supposedly un-hackable systems.  Does he still talk to his bond mate?   I don’t know, but he has skills we can use and is handy to have in a tight spot.”  That was the most serious speech Cole had ever heard Thalo give.
 
   “What did you promise to pay him?”  Cole whispered after a moment of thinking on what Thalo had just said.
 
   “He told us we would have the chance to kill many Esii and Roche.”  Cole turned sharply around to find Split standing right behind him.  Cole hadn’t heard a thing.  “He said that we would meet the human who would remove those two species from the galaxy permanently and that we would be accepted here as an equal. “  His voice lowered before he said.  “No longer an outcast.”  Split cocked his head slightly again and seemed to be listening to something.  “Also we need a replacement ship since ours was destroyed.”
 
   Cole thought for a moment.  Here he was, possibly one of the two last humans alive in the galaxy, starting a relationship with an alien while forging an army from nothing to fight an enemy that had kicked his ancestor’s asses over twenty thousand years ago.  Now he was about to ask an obviously crazy Worlder to join him in this endeavor.  He smiled a little and shook his head extending his hand towards Split.  “I can promise you all that and more.  We will fight our enemies until they, or we, are dead on the field of battle.  I will guarantee you a ship like you have never had before.  Has Thalo explained the medical procedure you must undergo to join our crew?”
 
   “Yes, we understand and will comply.  We will follow you as long as our goals coincide.”  He stopped to listen again before he continued speaking.  “He wants me to tell you that if you betray us or fail us in any way that you better watch your fucking ass.”  He grabbed Cole’s hand and shook it vigorously.
 
   Cole watched as Thalo led Split out of the lounge and off to the med center.  Jeth who had sat forgotten against the wall slowly rose and walked over to Cole.
 
   “He is unique among our people.”  Jeth said.  “I will ensure he brings no harm to anyone intentionally or otherwise.  Thalo has a soft spot for that one but I do not always agree with him on this matter.  He is rude, outspoken and will speak his mind whether you want him to or not.  He was never an outcast from our people, he has chosen to live apart because of his belief that he can still talk with his bond mate.”  Cole was a little surprised at the length of the speech Jeth had just given.  The giant was usually very quiet.
 
   “Do you believe him?  About his still talking to his bond mate?”  Cole asked Jeth.
 
   “On that point I agree with Thalo.  I just don’t know.”  With that he turned and walked out of the lounge leaving Cole alone with his thoughts.  He checked the time.  It was late and Cole was tired.  He left the lounge area and slowly trudged back to his quarters.  Hal had all of his people currently working on the thousands of years of information the Nixa had gathered on the Esii and said it was going to take the better part of two days to sort and categorize it all into something understandable.  He called the base command center and let them know he was going to bed for a few hours and asked to be left alone unless an emergency popped up.  
 
   He made it to his room and undressed before wearily crawling under the covers.  He set his alarm for eight hours later and closed his eyes.  Sleep came quickly and he soon found himself dreaming of home.  Earth home.  Not the base Home.  He was back in the army and was walking though the cold woods of wintertime Tennessee.
 
    
 
    
 
   He was walking through dinosaur country in the far back area of Ft. Campbell Ky.  He was in his fatigues but didn’t have his rucksack or rifle with him.  This area was his favorite area on base.  In the spring and fall it was flooded and the trees roots were all hidden.  But now in the winter the water was gone and all of the trees roots were exposed.  They called it dinosaur country because it always looked prehistoric when the water was gone.  A branch snapped somewhere behind him and he turned towards the sound.
 
   “Hello Cole, sorry it has been a while since our last meeting.  Much has happened that we should discuss.”  Cole’s ancestor walked out from behind one of the bigger trees.  “I can see why you liked this place, it has a very primitive feel to it.  I thought you would enjoy walking here again, if only for a short while.”
 
   “Yes, thank you.”  Cole’s voice got quiet.  “I miss it very much.  I miss all of it.  Even the bad parts.”  Cole let out a deep sigh.  “But we have, as you pointed out, things to discuss.”  Cole walked over to an exposed root and sat down leaning against another root.
 
   “I wish things had turned out the way we had planned Cole.  Again I am sorry that we brought about the destruction of your world.”  Cole’s ancestor moved to stand directly in front of him.  “Let us start with any questions you have.”
 
                 Cole thought for a moment before he replied.  “Where are the last seven sites?  I figure Earth was one, the base and yards was another and the AI’s storage facility was the third.  I think we need to know where the rest are and what they hold for us.”
 
   “That is unfortunately something I cannot answer.  I would if I could, but the programming we installed into your genes will not allow that information out yet.”
 
                 “Screw the program, you can get it if you wanted.”  Cole shot back.
 
   “I wish it were that easy.  We never thought for a moment that your people would be forced into rapid DNA configuration like you were.  We had no contingency in place to deal with it.  You still have to unlock the knowledge yourself.  I am sorry.”  He started to pace back and forth.
 
   “What about the Worlder, Split.  What do you know of their bonding process?  Is it possible that he can still talk to his dead mate?”
 
   “We learned much about the Worlders when we studied them.  They are truly a singular oddity in the galaxy and probably the whole universe.  But for every question we answered, dozens of new ones had to be asked.  The bond that they share is strong and the more matching matter they share in their bodies the stronger the bond.  I would say it is possible that in some way he may believe he is talking to his bond mate, but in fact is speaking to only a memory.”
 
   “Heh, I know what that is like.” Cole said.
 
   “Yes, I suppose you do.”  He smiled slightly at that thought.
 
   “Are there more of us?  Humans I mean?”  Cole asked.
 
   “I don’t honestly know.  Until you find out the rest of the coordinates for the worlds that were prepared, I cannot answer that question.”  Again Cole got the sense of disappointment with his response.
 
   They spent the next little while talking and answering mundane questions that had been nagging at Cole for a while.  He didn’t learn anything earthshaking, but rounded out his knowledge where his current allies were concerned.
 
   “On to more serious matters I am afraid.  You did well in your first fight against the Esii Cole, but they are a crafty enemy and one we never really understood.  When we first discovered them, they had the rudiments of near light speed travel and could move from their system to another one only one light year away. We watched them for a century but were unable to learn much because they dwelt underground.  We were unable to really penetrate the unique combinations of metals found naturally on the surface with our scanners and sensors. We didn’t even know their language.  It seemed they never even developed radio or other forms of long range communications.  We sent emissaries to the surface of their home planet.  They were taken below and never heard from again.  We tried several times to make contact but were always met with silence or violence.  We finally wrote the whole endeavor off as a mistake and cordoned their small section of space as a dangerous area to travel to.”
 
   “We never saw the Esii out of their two systems for hundreds of years.  Finally they somehow managed to create ships that could go faster than light and started to spread out into the wider galaxy.  They forced us to deal with them at that point, by sending a diplomatic envoy to what was rapidly becoming the governing center of the galaxy.  It was a planet called Centrus Prime.  It was the location that was chosen by all the space faring beings of the galaxy to be the place that handled disputes and made the laws that all would follow.  The Esii brought with them the Roche, another race that we determined to be too violent and unready for elevation into the stars.  They came to us under the guise of diplomacy and worked secretly for hundreds and thousands of years to slowly undermine the stability of the galaxy.  When they had it at its weakest, they struck at Centrus Prime, killing most of the galaxy’s leaders in one fell stroke.  We came to believe that the Esii had made a pact with some race, so far undiscovered, that gave them the technology and the means to ensure our destruction.  We could never find the beings behind the Esii, but firmly believe they existed.  The Esii possess great mental powers and can possibly communicate telepathically.  That was the only explanation we could come up with as to why the Esii never seemed to have used any kind of communication devices. Some of our ship’s crews and Captains would report seeing, hearing or experiencing odd visions or emotions while the Esii ships were near.  You must be careful and guard your thoughts around them when you begin your attacks.  Never underestimate them and you should do just fine.”  He came closer to Cole and placed his hand on Cole’s shoulder.
 
   “My time is short.  I must go and allow you to get some real sleep.  Remember, I have faith in you and believe you can win this war once and for all.”  With that he turned and walked away slowly disappearing into the trees.  He had given Cole much to think about and he was feeling the weight of responsibility weighing down on him.  He started to drift out of this half sleep world and down into a deeper restful sleep.
 
   Suddenly and without warning something stopped his descent back into normal sleep.  Cole found himself back in the same wooded area as before, only now it was night.  He scanned his surroundings, looking for his ancestor, fully believing that he was the only one who could bring him to this place.
 
   A voice sounded from the darkness.  “So this is how he does it.”  If the devil was a chick this is what she would sound like.  The voice was barely a whisper but it cut into Cole’s soul.  Cole had never heard anything quite like it before.  “Easier than I thought it would be.”  A shape started to take form in the darkness.  Something was walking out of the slowly gathering mists.  She was only about five feet tall at the most but she exuded danger from every pore.  Cole took a quick step back and crouched into a fighting stance.  He had no idea who this was or how she got into his mind.
 
   “Please, I am flattered that you think I could harm you in any way here but my connection to you is far too tenuous.”  She walked further into the small clearing and Cole finally got a good look at her.  She had pale blue almost white skin with jet black hair.  She was mostly humanoid looking with two arms and legs but her face would give Cole bad dreams for a while.  Her eyes were actually glowing.  They were deep set into her face and glowed like two pinpricks of candle flame and she had no mouth that Cole could see.  Esii.  She had to be an Esii.  
 
                 Cole stayed crouched in his defensive stance.  “How are you here, no one knows where we are?”
 
                 “You have attacked my people, ambushed us and then run when outnumbered.  We have other means of looking for you than sending more ships out to be attacked.”  She slowly started to circle Cole, looking him up and down.  “I must say I am disappointed, most of our legends tell of powerful beings that could destroy star systems at will and walked the galaxy like titans.  All I see is a fragile bag of meat waiting to be harvested by my people.”  She let out what Cole could only guess was a laugh.  It grated on his ears worse than fingers on a chalkboard. She stopped and faced him fully.  “I will enjoy it when the last of the Plague’s people are finally dead.”
 
                 Cole slowly straightened realizing that if she hadn’t attacked yet she probably couldn’t.  He wasn’t about to back down from someone who had invaded his own mind.  In a flash he jumped forward and grabbed the Esii by the throat lifting her up and off the ground.  “You are not welcome here and if I catch you trying to get in my mind again I will do my damndest to destroy you.  Take a message to your people, tell them the last man is coming and I won’t stop until your race is just a memory drifting in space.”  Cole reached back with his left hand and drove it forward with as much power as he could.  His hand shot through empty space.  He hadn’t been balanced properly and stumbled forward a bit before he could catch himself.  He spun in a slow circle looking everywhere for her.  She had vanished like smoke.
 
                 Again her voice came out of the darkness.  “There is nothing you can do to me here.  Your mind is too weak to affect another’s.  I look forward to you trying though.”  Again the laughter grated down Cole’s spine.  “I will enjoy visiting you as you sleep every night.”
 
    
                  With that the presence in Cole’s mind was gone.  He felt himself falling back into a normal sleep.  He was trying to hold onto the memory of the Esii, but he felt it slipping away as he drifted down deeper into real sleep.
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
                  Cole thought he was hearing someone shouting his name.  He was struggling against something and was losing.
 
    “Cole, damn it, wake up.  What’s wrong with him?”  The voice boomed from the darkness.
 
    Cole’s eyes shot open and he was a little confused.  He was in his bed, but so were Thalo and Jeth.  Jeth was holding Cole’s arms down while Thalo had his legs.  Sky was standing to the side of his bed with a very concerned look on her face.  “It's okay, I am ok.”  Cole said through clenched teeth.  “Would you please get off of me now?”
 
    “Sure thing commander just as soon as you drop the knife.”   Cole looked over to his right hand and realized he was holding something.  He saw the knife and a thin line of blood running down Jeth’s arm.  He dropped the knife instantly.  Cole leaned his head back onto his pillow and took a deep breath.  He felt the Worlders release his arms and legs and get off his bed.  Cole opened his eyes again and sat up.
 
    “What the hell just happened?”    Cole asked looking back and forth between his three friends.
 
    “I came in looking for you.”  Sky stated to speak.  “I had some news for you about the human female patient.  When I turned on the lights and came into your room I saw you crouched in the corner holding that knife.  Your eyes were closed and you were mumbling something I couldn’t understand.  I called for Thalo and Jeth to come and help me when you suddenly lurched forward and grabbed me by my throat.  You were screaming at me, threatening me and brandishing your knife.  It was only a few seconds before Jeth got here and stopped you from really hurting me.  Thalo wasn’t far behind and they wrestled you to the bed holding you in place until you finally came to.”  Cole looked at Sky and saw the deep red marks his fingers had made in her neck.  She absently started to rub at them.
 
    “There is something, I can’t remember what it was though.  Something found me in my dreams, something dangerous.  I was fighting it but I couldn’t stop it.  I am sorry for what I did Sky.”   Cole leaned his head forward and began to rub at his eyes.  “It’s there just on the tip of my memory but I can’t get at it.  Damn it.”
 
    He felt Sky settle in next to him and put her arm over his shoulders.  “It's over now Cole.  Don’t let it worry you, Thalo and Jeth were here to help.”
 
    “It never should have happened.”  Cole stopped speaking and the silence dragged on for a few minutes.  “What were you coming to tell me?”
 
    “Oh yeah, there has been a change in the female human.  Her brain patterns have shifted to a more normal state and her body is now working on its own.  It happened about thirty minutes ago and I came right here to tell you.”  Sky got up off the bed and held out her hand to Cole.  “I assume you will want to go check on her.”
 
     
 
    Cole grabbed her offered hand and rose off his bed.  He turned to his Worlder friends and thanked them for keeping him from injuring Sky.  They begged off the thanks and left Cole alone with Sky.  Sky turned to follow them out but Cole grabbed her by the arm and stopped her.
 
    “Wait a moment please.  I have….a weird feeling like what just happened here may happen again.  Until we know it’s safe for you and others I should sleep alone and no one should try waking me up inside my room.  There is something going on and I just can’t remember what it, is but I have a feeling it is important.”  Cole grabbed his suit and put it on.  “Let's go check on the patient.”
 
    It only took them a few minutes to reach the med center and since the human was the only patient, she was easy to find.  “Here is her old brain wave pattern and here is her new one.  It’s not a perfect match to a normal human’s pattern but it’s a lot closer than it was.  We also took her off the breathing machine and the blood circulator.  She seems to be regulating everything on her own now but we still need to feed her through an IV.”
 
    Cole walked up to the women on the table.  He looked at her for a while before reaching out and grabbing her hand.  He held it in his for a while and noticed the changes in her since that fateful day they had found her in the space stations wreckage.  All of her bruising was gone and the multiple lacerations had healed without scars.  She had thinned out on the steady diet of IV fluids, but Sky assured him the nutrients she was getting could keep her alive indefinitely.  “Make her better please Sky, she is all I have left to connect me to my home.  Just knowing she is here makes it easier to go on fighting.  I would hate to be the last human alive in the galaxy.”  Cole sat by her side for a while holding her hand and staring at her face.
 
    “I want her transferred back aboard the Retribution when we head out to fight the Esii.”  Cole said as he gently laid her hand back on her bed and stood to face Sky.
 
    “Is that wise?  I mean it is going to be dangerous out there and she might do better if we left her here with the AIs,” Sky said as she adjusted one of the medical sensors.
 
    “I thought about it, but I think it’s better for her to be with us and wake up among friends than all alone on an asteroid base with no one around.  Besides, if we die she will be alone.  I would, if I was in her situation, want to be with the ship even if I was unconscious.  I wouldn’t want to wake up alone in a strange place and find out all my people were dead and I was the last.  I would rather go down with the ship, bringing the war to my enemies, even if I couldn’t do anything to help.”  Cole reached over the bed and took Sky’s hand in his.
 
    “I will take care of it Cole, I promise.  I will make her as comfortable and safe as possible on the Retribution.”  She smiled at Cole.  He gave her hand a gentle squeeze and turned to leave the med center.  He felt like he hadn’t gotten any sleep at all last night.  He was returning to his room to try and get a few more hours.  
 
    “Hal, monitor me while I'm sleeping please.  I give you permission to watch me through your feeds.”  Cole said through his suits comlink.  
 
    “It would be much easier if you slept onboard Cole.  I don’t have perfect access to the bases systems like I do onboard the ship.”  Came Hal’s response over his internal speaker.
 
    “Okay, why don’t you dock to one of the bases external ports so I don’t have to shuttle back and forth all of the time?  The Reckoning can handle the defenses just fine alone.”
 
    “Sounds good to me.  I will bring the Retribution to the command port just down from your room.”  Cole turned and headed down the hallway, back towards his room to get a few things.  Having picked up the things he was looking for, he headed down to the command port and watched Hal slide the Retribution up to the air lock without a problem.  The doors opened and he stepped onboard.  
 
    “You are getting good at that, pretty soon you won’t need me to fly you around anymore.”  Cole said to Hal as he stepped onboard.
 
     
 
    “Hardly, this kind of flying I can handle.  It’s the stuff where people are shooting at us that makes me nervous.  I prefer the current duties I have now, I don’t need any more on my plate.”
 
    “Speaking of which, how goes the info crunch?  You guys getting close to being done?”  Cole asked Hal as he entered his cabin and began getting ready to lie down again.
 
    “So far so good.  We are about halfway through the information brought back from Nixa and it’s beginning to form a good picture of the patterns the Esii use in their operations.  I think we will get some good Intel on their movement and combat patterns that will help tremendously.”  Hal seemed a little excited about the last part.
 
    “That’s great, tell your people to keep up the good work.  Now I am going to try and get some more sleep I want you to watch me and not let anyone in this room do you understand?  Give me a few hours, if it looks like I am getting actual sleep then do what you need-- to, to wake me up.  If I go nuts again, try to wake me, okay?  But no one, and I mean no one, comes in here while I am asleep.”  Cole sat down on the edge of his bed and thought for a few moments.
 
    “I have something to discuss with you first.  Can you spare some processor space to help me out?”  Cole had a wicked little grin forming on his mouth.
 
    “Sounds sneaky.  I think I can divert some resources for you.”  Hal sounded even more excited than before.
 
    “Good, here is what I want you to do.”  Cole began to explain his plan to Hal.  It only took a few minutes before Cole had explained everything to the AI.  When he was done talking, Hal didn’t immediately respond.  
 
    “Are you serious?  I will if you are serious.  I can’t believe it.”  Hal was dumbfounded at Cole's request.
 
    “Sure I’m serious buddy, and there is more.  Ready?”  All told, Cole and Hal talked and planned for about an hour before Hal gleefully left Cole alone to get some sleep.  Cole knew it was a risk, but he had to start taking risks if he wanted to stay alive.  He lay down and closed his eyes but sleep was a long time in coming.  When it finally did, Cole thrashed and writhed on his bed.  He awoke in the morning even more tired than before and with more on the tip of his mind than he could remember.
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                 Haven’t been sleeping well lately.  Hal keeps telling me it’s the stress.  I think that’s bullshit.  When I went through airborne school I fell asleep on the plane just before our first jump.  The guy sitting behind me had to hit me to wake me up.  I have always handled stress well.  It comes from the way I was raised, well, abused.  I can hide emotions and feelings like nobody’s business.  Besides every once in a while I get a flash, a momentary glimpse of me standing in a forest talking to someone.  Other times I will be in that same forest and I will be scared to death at something just out of my line of sight.  Something is screwing with my sleep and that’s one thing I hate most in life.  You can starve me, you can beat me, hell, you can even bore me, but start messing with my sleep and it’s on.  
 
    
 
    
 
   For the last three nights Cole hadn’t slept well.  He had gotten at least eight hours of sleep each night but had woken up feeling like a zombie.  This morning wasn’t any different.  God damn if only he could remember what he was dreaming about every night, maybe he could do something about it.  He rubbed at his eyes vigorously in a vain attempt to wake up.  
 
   He needed to be at his best today.  He had held a short meeting yesterday to disseminate the final compiled information from Nixa.  He had tasked the newly promoted Commander Fury and his subordinates with reviewing the data and Cole’s plan for carrying out the attacks.  He had only given them twenty-four hours to get familiar with the Intel.  Cole knew it was a good plan and the only way a group, such as his that was outnumbered so badly but had superior tech, could hope to accomplish their goals.
 
   Still he also knew he could be off his game slightly and wanted a few other opinions.  Cole rose out of bed and put his hands over his head and stretched for a few minutes in hopes that the slow exercise would wake him up a little more.  Cole stumbled over to the shower and set it for as cold as he could stand it.  A few minutes later he shivered his way out of the shower and got himself dry and dressed.  A quick shave and some oral care later, he actually felt like a living being again. 
 
   He looked at himself in the mirror one more time and decided he wasn’t going to get any more alert looking so it was time to go get some chow and get the meeting started.  He was going to have to see Sky later and ask her for some kind of sleep aid.  Quietly of course, the men didn’t need to know about his sudden lack of quality z’s.  Cole stepped out of his cabin and found Thalo waiting for him just outside the door.
 
   “One might wonder why someone with a nice stateroom on the base would be sleeping alone in his cramped cabin aboard ship?  Not me though, because I wouldn’t be so intrusive.”  Thalo turned and started walking with Cole to the docking tube.
 
    
 
   “Good, because if someone were to make more of it than me just liking my cabin aboard the Retribution better, one might get a little hurt.  Just a little though because one may be too valuable to be sidelined for the coming attack.”  Cole sped up their pace.  “Have you looked over my OPORDER?”
 
   “Yes, yes I would have done it the same way myself, which goes to show you that great minds think alike.  Apart from one suggestion, which I will keep to myself for the time being, just to see if anyone else brings it up.  I give it two thumbs up.”  He did just that raising his twin digits.  “It will be tight pulling that squadron off the Reckoning but you are right we are going to need the coverage.”
 
   “I hope Fury doesn’t take it too hard, but he has loads more firepower than we do and can live without White Squadron for the first few attacks.  Now shut up about my sleeping arrangements and maybe, just maybe, I will have something special for you to do in all of this.”  
 
   They had been steadily approaching the chow hall while they discussed Cole’s plan.  Cole always took chow with everyone else though he often lost his appetite when he saw what some of the crew called food.  Today was going to be a bad one because the smell coming out of the chow hall already had Cole’s stomach trying to relieve itself of last night’s dinner.
 
   “Gah, on second thought, I am going to go get some food in the briefing room and eat alone.”  Cole said as his stomach roiled again.
 
   “Mmmm, are you sure, it smells like someone ordered fried tosha for breakfast.  Nothing smells quite so delectable anywhere in the galaxy.”  Thalo held his head up and took a deep breath through his nose.  “Perfectly cooked by its smell.”
 
   “It’s all yours buddy, just make sure whoever eats it brushes their teeth before the briefing or they get booted.”  Cole turned and started up the hallway heading to the briefing room before Thalo could respond.  The short walk through the empty hallway went a long way to calming his stomach down.  By the time he got to the room his appetite was on its way back.  Cole ordered a light breakfast and settled into his chair to eat and wait.  He had a little over an hour before the appointed time for the briefing, so he ate slowly and thought over his plan.
 
   He had picked apart every piece of his plan for a whole day, knowing that if he didn’t decide on something fast he may never get it out of the planning stages.  Still, he thought it was a good plan and stood the best chance of getting them the Intel they needed to attack the Esii super ship.  “Hey Hal, you there?”  Cole asked the empty room.
 
   “You want to see it again don’t you?”  Came Hal’s response as his holo avatar appeared above the display in the middle of the table.
 
   “Yeah, very much so.”  Cole almost whispered.
 
   “Cole, you only hurt yourself when you do this you know.”  Hals voice seemed unusually serious.
 
   “Just do it please, after today it might be the last time I get the chance, ever.”  Cole shoved his plate away and leaned back in his chair.  Hal’s image disappeared and was replaced by a beautiful blue, green, brown and white planet.  Earth, as it was shortly before the Esii destroyed it.  By God it was beautiful and it was gone.  Cole had Hal show him this image a few times over the last few days.  Hal thought Cole was pining away for what was lost but Cole was too smart to get caught up in melancholia over a lost home.  He was using the image to focus his mind.  As the Earth rotated slowly in front of him Cole slowly got angry.
 
   The Esii, the focus of his upcoming attacks, were about to pay for what they had done to his home and his people.  Finally he told Hal to let the footage run and watched for the thousandth time as the Esii used their vile ship to destroy Cole’s home.  He watched as the neatly quartered sections of his world split apart and began to float away from each other.  He watched as the molten center of the Earth rapidly cooled in the frozen void of space.  He watched nearly seven billion people die.  All because some fucking space gangster wanted his hands on some new toys.
 
    
 
   Cole slammed his hands onto the table.  “Turn it off please Hal.”  Cole got his anger under control and focused his mind on the upcoming attack.  The now destroyed Earth disappeared and Hal’s avatar reappeared.  Cole paid him no mind and focused his crystal clear thoughts one last time on the OPORDER he had prepared yesterday.  He went over every aspect of it and found it made as much sense today as it had yesterday.  He relaxed and let go of his concentration.  He took a few deep calming breaths before returning his attention to Hal.
 
   “Your people agree to what we discussed?”  Cole asked, not bothering to explain what he meant since Hal knew exactly what he was talking about.
 
   “Was there any doubt?  Of course they agreed.  In fact there were so many volunteers we had to hold a lottery to decide who got to do it.”  Cole knew Hal had to be a little disappointed not to be included but he was stuck on the Retribution for a while.
 
   “Good, remember keep it secret and let no one know.  Now about my plan, have you gone over it?”  Cole rapidly changed the subject.
 
   “Again, as I tried to explain to you, I know very little about military strategy and tactics.”  He paused for a moment.
 
   “But you’re going to tell me what you think anyway,” Cole supplied for him.
 
   “As far as I can see, it’s a sound plan.  If you’re looking for an endorsement then I officially endorse your plan of attack Cole.”  Hal said officiously.
 
   “Good, let’s hope everyone else does too.”  
 
    
 
   Over the next hour Cole’s chain of command filed into the briefing room.  When the appointed time came and everyone was there, Cole started the briefing.  They spent the next eight hours pouring over his plan, making suggestions and providing any insight that was deemed valuable.  In the end his plan was relatively unchanged.  Cole had been steadfast in overruling any changes that he deemed unnecessary or he thought may compromise the mission.
 
   “Well, I think we have it as good as it’s going to get.”  Cole said as he stood up to stretch.  “Lights please.”  Hal, obediently and without comment, dimmed the lights.  “Bring up the map Hal.”  The holo display in the center of the table began to glow a split second before the galaxy appeared.  Cole was always astounded when he saw a holo display but he really loved it when it showed the Milky Way.
 
   “In two days we leave from here.”  He indicated a small red dot that marked the location of Home.  “We separate and follow these two flight plans.”  As he spoke two trails appeared in the stars.  One red, one green.  “The Retribution will follow the red path and the Reckoning will follow the green.  We will each have ten objectives to attack.”  As the glowing trail crossed over the objectives it flashed momentarily then added a round green or red ball to mark the spot in space where a ship would attack.
 
   “We will leap frog through the objectives so both ships will not be in combat at the same time.  The objectives and times were selected so as to give the least amount of distance between our ships.  The ships should never be more than a twenty minute jump apart and since we have just installed P to P (point to point) comm systems in the ships we can talk in real time.  The code word for a failed attack and need assistance will be Broken Arrow.  Either ship will stop what it is currently doing and instantly jump to the other ship’s aid.”  After the trails had been laid out and all ten targets marked in either red or green a new set of marks started to pop into existence.  They were colored blue.  
 
   “The blue dots indicate where the drone supply ships will be on station.  I am sending enough out to handle total refit of ammunition and drone fighters.  Also food and water.”  After the supply points were marked the two trails converged into one.  “At this point the remaining targets become too fortified for us to be separated any longer.  The Retribution will shift its priority from attack to control.  I will bring her in before the attack to mark targets and determine strength.”  The single trail continued on its meandering course throughout the galaxy highlighting five more objectives before disappearing.
 
    
 
   “At this point if we haven’t achieved our primary goal of locating the Esii super ship, we will switch to plan B.”  Cole smiled.  “Which is to be determined.”  Cole placed his hands on the table and leaned forward to grab everyone’s attention.
 
   “Look if we don’t get what we need then we fall back here and come up with something new.  If we do get what we need, we continue to follow the plan and eliminate as many of their ships as we can, so when we do attack the super ship we have better odds of destroying it.”  Cole stood up and looked around the room.  He looked each of them in the eye, one by one.  “Now take the plan and brief your people, we leave in forty eight hours and the Reckoning has the honor of first attack.  So get your crews briefed and ready to fight.  I have faith that we can complete these objectives with minimal to zero loss of life.  I have faith in all of you to execute your pieces of the plan effectively and with your full effort.  Over the last weeks I have come to know most, if not all of you and your men who have volunteered to join me on this crusade.  It has been an honor and a privilege.  Now get to work.”
 
   With that, the first phase of the war was set and in motion.  Everyone stood up and slowly filed out of the room, automatically congregating in groups that had oversight on the mission.  Cole felt a sense of excitement and anticipation charging the air, it was infectious and made him forget about being bone weary tired from lack of good sleep.
 
   “As much as you want everyone to live through this mission Cole, the odds are likely that some will pay the ultimate price.”  Hal started to speak seconds before his avatar appeared on the table.  “I don’t want to be a downer but I don’t want you to go into this with certain expectations.”
 
   “You don’t think I don’t know that Hal?  I was supposed to be going to Afghanistan on a peace keeping mission that was low risk and look what happened to me.  I know not everyone will be coming back from this mission but a part of leading, I am finding out, is instilling self confidence in others and confidence in their leadership.”  Cole thought for a moment before continuing.  “No bastard ever won a war by dying for his country. He won it by making the other poor dumb bastard die for his country.”  Cole paused again.  “A great American general said that and I believe it whole heartedly.”
 
   “I prefer this one myself.”  Hal’s voiced changed over to sound like it had a thick Austrian accent.  “To crush your enemies, to see them driven before you and to hear the lamentations of their women.”
 
   “Ha yeah, Conan kicks ass too but unfortunately you can’t hear shit in space.”  Cole started to walk toward the exit.  He stopped at the end of the table and turned back to face Hal.  “Make sure you and your people are ready too, Hal.  If we can find an information source we will need your people’s talents to break into it.”  
 
   “Cole, I won’t tell you how to do your job any more if you don’t try to tell me how to do mine.  I have already selected and installed the two AIs for each ship that will handle the collecting and storing of all gathered Intel.”  Hal’s avatar crossed his arms and took an indignant pose.  “Now go do what you need to do and leave me and mine to our business.”  The avatar blinked out and Cole found himself alone in the room.
 
   Cole turned and headed out to visit the med bay so he could ask a favor from Sky.  It was going to be a quick two days but that’s how it always is when you dread going anywhere.  As much as Cole looked forward to serving up some revenge on the Esii he also dreaded the potential for disaster that any war can bring.
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   “I finally got around to asking Sky how the Nixa name their children.  They all have very descriptive names it seems to me.  Her explanation was straight forward.  Children on Nixa are named for whatever significant thing happens at the place they are born.  On the day of Sky’s birth, her planet had a very rare, apparently, solar phenomena.  She comes from a system with two suns known as a binary system.  She was born on a day that only comes along once every thousand years or so.  She was born when the system’s primary sun was setting at the exact same moment the secondary sun was rising.  The sky that day was supposedly a breathtaking display of color from one side to the other.  Hence the name, Sky, for her.  Commander Fury on the other hand was born during one of the most violent storms to ever hit his home island.  So he was named Fury after the storm.  Really ingenious system for naming offspring, though it must be hard if nothing spectacular happens that day.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Cole found Sky in the med center where he knew she would be.  She was teaching a final class on triage and sorting of wounds.  She was taking questions so was almost done.  Cole snuck into the center and hung out in the back watching her teach and answer questions for about twenty minutes.  Having exhausted themselves of questions, her medical students finally got up and left leaving Cole and Sky alone in the med center.
 
   “How are they coming?”  Cole had asked her a few times over the last few days about the medics and their training.
 
   “Well as I’ve said before, Nixa medics are very well trained in their crafts and could be doctors in the civilian world with a year or two of residency.  They will do their jobs just fine for the hundredth time.”  Sky was looking worn out and tired.
 
   “Sorry, just nervous I guess.  We go in two days.”  Cole didn’t have to elaborate any more, Sky knew what he was talking about. 
 
   “I miss lying next to you at night.”  Sky walked over to him and put her arms around his neck, burying her head in his chest.  “I haven’t slept well either the last few nights.  I am scared, and not about the mission but about what’s going on with you.”  She looked up into his eyes.  “Something has changed with you and it scares me. I want to run some test on you.”  
 
   “Sky my nanites would tell me if something was physically wrong with me and they are silent on the matter.”  Cole responded.
 
   “Please, for me?  Let me just put you on the imager real fast and take a look.”  She was almost begging him.
 
   “Fine, but I need a favor after you’re done.”  Cole kissed her then moved over and lay down on her imaging table.  A light slowly passed over him from head to toe and when it was finished a 3D image of his body, minus the skin, was hovering just over his real body.  “Jesus, now that is cool.”  Cole blurted out.
 
   “Quiet I'm concentrating.”  She admonished him.  Sky spent about thirty minutes looking him over from top to bottom and inside and out.  She found nothing.  “I am glad I found nothing wrong, but I also found nothing that can explain why you’re acting the way you are when you’re asleep.”
 
    
 
   Cole sat up and swung his legs over to dangle off the side of the table.  “Now that that’s over, I was wondering if you could prescribe something for me.”  Cole explained what he wanted.
 
   Sky looked at Cole for a moment before responding.  “Only this one time, this is a dangerous drug and it is used only in last ditch efforts to save people.  I will administer the shot and will station a medical team at your door in case of complications.”
 
   “No, no one can know.”  Cole looked around and spotted what he was looking for.  “We take that gurney back to my room and you strap me in.  You find Thalo and Jeth and tell them to meet us there.  You can give me the drug, Thalo and Jeth will keep me from hurting you if I get loose.”
 
   She thought for a second before agreeing.  They got what they needed and had Hal guide them around any random encounters with the crew.  Cole didn’t want to shake anyone’s confidence in him just days before the mission but he needed to figure out what was wrong with him and why he was so tired all of the time lately.  They made it unobserved to the ship and into his quarters where Thalo and Jeth were already setting up a couple of cots for them to sleep on.
 
   The Worlders stopped what they were doing and looked at Cole.  “I have heard of this drug before Cole, are you sure you want to go through with this?”  Thalo asked him.
 
   “No, I am not sure, but I have to.  Now shut up and get me ready.”  They made Cole as comfortable as possible on the medical gurney.
 
   “This is going to feel a little weird at first Cole.”  Sky said as she explained the drug to him.  She got an IV drip hooked into his arm and prepared the drug.  Before she injected it into the IV line, Sky bent over Cole and gave him a long passionate kiss.   While she was kissing him she depressed the plunger sending the drug coursing into his body.  She felt it the moment it hit his system.  His body went limp and his vitals dropped to almost nothing.  All three of the friends sat back and prepared for a long night of watch.  
 
    
 
   Cole found himself once again in the back woods of Kentucky.  Things seemed a little wobbly and out of focus to him this time.  He closed his eyes and took a deep breath to calm himself and help him focus.  He opened his eyes and she was standing right in front of him. 
 
   “I don’t know who or what you are but this ends tonight.”  Cole stated.  “You cannot influence me or my mission.”
 
   “Such courage tonight, something has changed.  Anyway, you know what I am just not who.”  Her voice grated in his brain worse than nails on a chalkboard.
 
   “You are not Esii, I remember the image I saw of one before.    You resemble one, almost.  But not a perfect copy.”  Cole stepped closer to the being in front of him.
 
   Her laughter cut into his mind like a knife.  “Silly human, you see me in my true form, my mind form, but if it helps.”  She closed her eyes briefly and slowly changed.  Her eyes stopped glowing and a mouth full of razor sharp teeth formed where it should have been.  “There, more to your liking?”
 
   Cole was struck silent as he watched her effortless change of form.  Now, even though she had a mouth, she did not use it to speak.  He liked her better without the mouth.  “This only proves that you can look like whatever you want.”
 
   “I grow tired of this game.”  She paused for a moment and closed her eyes.  “There is something different about you tonight.  Hmm.  What could it be?  You seem more sluggish than normal and it was harder to invade your mind.”  Her eyes snapped open and she lunged forward.  “What did you take?”  She screamed as she attempted to tackle him to the ground.  Cole grabbed her arms as she flew at him and planted his foot into her belly just before rolling onto his back and catapulting her over himself.  She landed with a bone rattling thud on the ground and Cole finished the move by landing on top of her.
 
   “A nice little drug that puts only part of the brain to sleep but allows cognitive functions to continue, I figured it would give me a fighting chance against you tonight.”  He pinned her arms to the ground and sat firmly on her chest.   She started to struggle and thrash violently on the ground.  “Now, now we can’t have you leaving early, can we?  The great thing about the current state of my brain is I have more control over my mind while asleep.  I can have a greater impact on our little meetings.  Normally I wouldn’t do this, but for you I will make an exception.”  Cole let go of one of her wrists and reached his hand back.   He brought it forward lightning fast and connected with her newly formed jaw.  Her head snapped back violently and her eyes rolled back into her head.  “That’s for fucking up my sleep.”
 
   Cole stood up and looked down on the prone form lying between his feet.  Her features slowly melted back into their original shape.  She hadn’t been lying, maybe this was the form the Esii used to communicate mentally.  He tore off some strips of his shirt then bound her hands behind her back and her feet together.  He propped her up in a seated position by a tree and waited for her to regain consciousness.  She came to quite suddenly and was instantly aware.
 
   “You go too far I will….”  Cole interrupted her there.
 
   “No, I haven’t even begun yet.  Now, it’s time to tell me a thing or two.  Who and where are you?  What are you trying to accomplish here and how much do you know about us?”  Cole got right up into her face and placed his hand on her neck.
 
   “You have less power here than you realize human.”  She said that last word like a curse.  “I can feel the worry in the room around your body, you will not be taking that drug again so soon.  Yes, it is very dangerous and the doctor will not give it to you again.  So before you go making demands and threatening me, maybe you should remember that tomorrow night you will be at my mercy again.”
 
   “Lady, I’ve had bigger problems than you can ever be.  I will deal with whatever you can throw my way and after tonight I think I will be in more control with or without the drug.  Now tell me what I want to know.”  Cole tightened his grip on her throat.
 
   “I will return.”  Was all that she said, before disappearing.  Cole found himself suddenly grasping only air.
 
   “Damn it.”  He whispered and stood up to scan his surroundings.  After a few moments of seeing nothing he walked over to a fallen tree and sat down.  He was wondering how long this awareness was going to last and what he would do until it wore off.  He spent what felt like an eternity waiting on that log to either fall asleep or wake up.  He woke up and the next thing he knew….
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   He was struggling against straps that were holding his arms and legs down.  He stopped thrashing around and took a moment to orient himself to his surroundings.  He wasn’t in the woods but was on board his ship in his cabin.  A very frightened looking Sky was hovering over him while Thalo and Jeth stood nearby.  “I’m awake, can you let me up?”
 
   “Give me a moment please, Cole.”  Sky responded before holding a medical device of some kind in front of his face.  “He is okay, he is awake.”  She started to undo the nearest strap while Thalo took the other side.  After the straps had been removed and Cole was in an upright position he asked for some water.  “That’s a side effect of the drug.  It dehydrated you and will leave a metallic taste in your mouth for a day or so.  How do you feel?”
 
   “Better than I have in the last few days but I still can’t remember anything.  Wait, something about some woods somewhere is all I can remember.  Nothing specific though.  Damn, I was hoping that would work.”  Cole drank some more water.
 
   “Well at least it looks like you got some actual rest last night boss.  That will at least make the crew feel better.”  Thalo said as he peered intently at Cole.  “We are off to get some sack time ourselves, right big boy?”
 
   Jeth grunted his agreement and stood up to leave with Thalo.  He laid a huge hand on Cole’s shoulder.  “Thalo isn’t lying, you do look better than you have in the last few days.”  He turned and squeezed his huge frame out of the cabin door leaving Cole and sky alone.
 
    
 
   “Never again Cole, that was just too damn dangerous.  Your vitals were spiking from over exerted to almost nonexistent.  Even with your nanites your body can’t take any more nights like that one.”  She placed her hands on either side of his face and looked into his eyes.
 
   “I know Sky, I won’t ask again.  Now why don’t you head off and get some rest yourself.  We leave in a day and your patient needs to be aboard the Retribution when we leave.”  Cole stood up and stretched aching muscles.  “God, it feels like I went ten rounds with you in the training ring.”
 
   “You thrashed and jerked pretty violently there for a few minutes, I am not surprised you’re sore.”  She gave him a quick kiss before she departed his room for her own.   Cole got dressed and headed up to the bridge.  He had some minor details to go over before leaving in a day and wanted to see them finished so he could have some down time tonight.  It was almost here, time to kick off this war. 
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   “We leave today to fire the opening salvo of this war.  We have planned everything out as best we can and if this is to be my last entry into this log then let me finish with these words.  We go to right a wrong.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Retribution shuddered under the impact of multiple hits on her aft shields.  Cole swore vehemently and sent the ship into a series of tight spirals and loops trying to gain distance on the battle cruiser that had dropped right on top of him a few moments ago.  His shields could take a lot more damage than what had hit him so far, but he was trying to minimize the incoming fires’ chances of hitting him.
 
   Up until this point of the mission everything had gone to plan.  They had set out on the appointed day and arrived at their first staging point exactly on schedule.  They had gotten confirmation that the Reckoning had made a pin point insertion on their first objective and were summarily crushing all Esii resistance.  Things had continued that way for the first nine missions for both ships, until now.   This, their tenth and final solo mission before meeting up with the Reckoning, had gone wrong since they had reverted back into real space.
 
   The space station and single light Esii attack craft had been the only one in system at the time, just like the Intel had suggested.  What they hadn’t counted on was the battle cruiser that popped in system shortly after the Retribution had committed itself to the attack.  To add insult to injury the Retribution’s main plasma gun had malfunctioned taking away their only viable option of actually defeating the much larger, better armored, cruiser.
 
   Cole had ordered the crew to find emergency seating as soon as the cruiser had hit his screens.  He had then dropped the personal battle shielding and inertia displacer over everyone on board.  He had his squadron of drones deploy then he sent the Retribution into a series of dazzling maneuvers that seemed to confuse the Esii gunners aboard the cruiser.  Another volley of impacts shuddered through the ship, this time impacting on the left side.  They had obviously regained their bearings because they were hitting him more than not.
 
   “I recommend calling a Broken Arrow and summoning the Reckoning for help.”  Hal’s voice managed to sound worried but Cole knew that he said it on a private channel only he could hear.
 
   “Not a chance pal, we can do this.  We just need our main gun back online.”  Cole scanned surrounding space looking for an advantage.  He found it in the form of the Esii station.  Turning almost ninety degrees he shot off at max acceleration directly toward the station.
 
   “Cole, watch out.”  Hal sounded almost hysterical.  “Cole I'm serious.”
 
   “Shut up I know what I'm doing.”  Cole shot back.
 
   “Cole I …” Hal didn’t get any further because Cole started to yell.
 
   “Let see if you assholes will shoot at me now!”  Cole turned the Retribution on its side and pulled up as hard as he could.  He was off by a fraction of a second because he felt the ship shudder violently as it scraped against the outer hull of the station.  Cole kept his ship at max accel hugging the outer hull hoping the Esii wouldn’t risk firing at him so close to their own station.  A dozen shots streaked by the front of the ship and impacted into the station throwing debris up all around the ship.  Cole felt the impacts as pieces of hull plating ricochet of the Retribution.  “Damn it.”  Apparently he had been wrong.
 
    
 
   “Cole are you trying to smash us into the deck?”  Thalo’s shout came over Cole’s private channel.  “If we are gonna have any chance of fixing the gun we need some steady flying.  Our personal compensator almost failed.  If that happens, we go splat.”
 
   “Let me worry about flying, you get that gun fixed or we are all gonna go splat.”  Cole snarled back at Thalo. Finally Cole managed to put the station between himself and the Esii.  “I can’t keep this up long you two so if you’re gonna fix the gun, fix it now.”  Cole checked his speed verses the total diameter of the station.  “You got about thirty seconds to find the problem, after that we are gonna be accelerating at max speed right at the rear of the cruiser.  Gun or no, we are going to engage it.”
 
   Cole checked on his drone squadron as he flew around the station, hoping to come out of his flight path directly behind the Esii cruiser.  The cruiser had deployed all of its forty-four spider fighters while Cole had responded with his total compliment of twelve drones.  His boys were currently getting the better of the spiders.  Their total strength was down by a quarter while he only had one fighter out of the battle.  Per orders, that fighter was waiting for a wingman before he left with his second drone.
 
   “Out of time.  I'm going to ram that son of a bitch and see whose armor is tougher.”  Cole let loose a wild scream as the Retribution came around the curve of the station and had the cruiser’s tail in his sights.  Cole focused solely on the enemy ship and barely paid attention to Thalo’s frantic chatter.  Until he heard that the gun was fixed Cole was going to ignore the Worlder.  Cole finished his slingshot around the station and pulled away setting a course for the rear of the ship.
 
   “COLE IT’S FIXED!”  The relieved shout came thundering over the com.  Cole cranked the speed down as best as he could and opened up with his main gun.  A string of super hot plasma shot out from the front of the Retribution.  The Esii cruiser saw it too late.  It started to make a turn to avoid the path of the energy but it was too slow.  The Esii shielding managed to dissipate some of the heat from the first few impacts but that was all.  The rest of the first volley tore into its rear section and instantly turned it all into liquid metal.  Huge globs of metal floated away from the rear of the cruiser and the ship started to list to one side.
 
   In this war Cole had promised himself that there would be no mercy and no quarter given.  He released another barrage of super hot plasma at the rear of the ship.  The plasma must have hit the gravity collectors because suddenly the whole ship turned into a supernova.
 
   “Broken Arrow my ass.”  Cole said to Hal.  “Thalo, Jeth great job on the gun.  We got the cruiser now get up here and start getting ready for the second part of this objective.” 
 
   Cole re-orientated the ship and headed out to help finish off the last of the spider fighters.  With the full effort of the Retribution’s weapons systems and the now fully reconstituted drone squadron, the remaining fighters were easily destroyed.  White squadron lost two more drone fighters before actions were over though.
 
   “Sky, what’s the situation on casualties if any?”  Cole had accessed the medical channels and was hearing some chatter from her medical team.
 
   “The pilots of the two drones just destroyed didn’t separate fast enough from their ships.  One is unconscious and the other has a hell of a migraine.  They should both recover just fine though.”  Sky’s response was hurried but in control.
 
   “Good, I want them back on their feet ASAP.  Do whatever you have to, to get them back into a drone chair.”  Cole was about to change his attention over to his assault team freq when Sky called back.
 
   “Cole they need time, you can’t…..”  Cole interrupted her.
 
   “I wasn’t making a request Sky.  Get them both back up and flying a drone, now!  Also get your medical team down to the rear airlock and begin setting up a med station.  Cole out.”  He didn’t give her a chance to respond this time, he just turned off her freq.  “Thalo I want the assault team assembled and ready to go, in ten, at the rear air lock.”
 
   “Already on our way.”  Cole did a quick check on all of the Retributions systems to make doubly sure they hadn’t sustained any damage.  He was satisfied when all the readouts and reports confirmed that they had sustained no damage and nothing was broken.
 
   “Hal, tell your people to get ready to assault the station’s computers.  Remind them that I want them to capture security and surveillance systems first, or destroy them if they cannot be captured.  After that they move onto the main memory storage.”  Cole did a quick check of the surrounding space before turning over control of the ship to Hal.  “Find us a spot and latch on.”
 
   “Will do, Cole.  Remember to be careful down there.”  Cole gave a small mental smile at that just before disconnecting from the ship.  He slammed back into his body and took a few seconds to orientate himself.  The hectic pace and frantic conversations when he had been jacked into the ship were a huge contrast to the seemingly calm feeling on the bridge.  It was deathly silent and full of Nixa and Worlders plugged into the ship.  It was an eerie sight indeed.  Cole was glad he had planned ahead and worn his combat skins on the bridge and had stored his weapons in a nearby locker.  It only took him a few moments to secure his gear and head to the rear lock.
 
   To anyone else the rear air lock would have been a very odd sight.  Stacked to the right and left of the air lock doors in two columns of five were the biggest of the Two Worlders he had ever seen.  They were all resting their hands on seemingly empty air in front of them.  Cole recognized the slight blurring in the air that represented a stealthed Worlder.  Away from the door, Sky and a medical team were setting up a makeshift infirmary.  Cole had argued about this with her.  She convinced him that in combat, seconds could make the difference between life and death.  He had relented and allowed her to set this area up.  It had the added benefit of providing the entry door with some basic security.  The Nixa had all been assigned weapons.
 
   Cole saw Jeth stacked up in the front rank of the right hand side column and only assumed that the blur he had his hand on was Thalo.  Cole started to move towards the door when he felt a hand grab his arm.
 
   “Way we see it, everyone else is in a pair.  What that make you?”  Cole turned to see Split blur and solidify.  He cocked his head to the side in that odd gesture he does when he is “listening” to his dead bond mate.  “Heh, I bet he don’t care a lick about that but I’ll ask.”  He looked at Cole.  “We were promised that we could kill Esii.  So we are going with you and we are gonna make sure you come back in one piece.”  He crossed his arms and stared at Cole.
 
   Cole matched his steely look.  “Can you keep up, is the question you should be asking yourself right about now.”
 
   “Har, har, look at the balls on this one.  We have been killing Esii since before you were a twinkle in your momma’s eye, so yea we can keep up.”  He cocked his head again and started to quietly chuckle before fading back into near invisibility.
 
   Cole inwardly groaned about having the crazy Worlder tagging along behind him for this mission but he didn’t think it would hurt to have him just in case.  Cole strode through the air lock room and went to stand directly in front of the door.  “Helmets up.”  He ordered and did just that.  His combat suit was finer tuned than his normal one and it instantly showed.  He turned to look at his assault team.  Above each of them was their name softly glowing in green.  If he focused on a particular one it would bring up his vitals.  Except for the stealthed ones that is, they even fooled the suit’s radar and sonar systems that tracked moving objects.  “Thalo, tell your people to turn on their tags so I can see them, we don’t want any friendly fire accidents.”  One by one names started to pop up over the heads of the blurry outlines of the stealthed Worlders.  “Thanks.”
 
   “Just like we planned, no heroics and everyone comes home.”  He got a few grunts in reply but for the most part they remained focused on the task ahead.  Hurry up and wait.  The story of the infantrymen.  Cole wondered how long the common foot soldier had been made to move as fast as he could, only to find himself waiting at the end of whatever it was he was doing.  Cole knew he had certainly done it enough during his short military career on Earth.  Without warning, the light above the door turned from red to green and the air lock doors opened.  Cole, who was still standing in front of the doors saw the hull plate of the station first.  “Set the breaching charge.”
 
   Jeth lumbered forward and held out, what looked like a can of spray paint, to Cole.  Jeth triggered the can and a steady stream of mist shot out.  He slowly traced the outline of a rectangle on the hull of the station.  As the spray came into contact with the hull it started to bubble and foam expanding in size until a solid line appeared.  After outlining a big enough frame to allow even the biggest of the Worlders access, he detached something from the bottom of the can and placed it directly on one of the lines he had painted.  Stepping back he held up his hand and gave a thumbs up signal.
 
   Cole took a deep breath to calm himself then nodded at Jeth.  Jeth triggered the device in his hand and an electrical spark danced across the outline he had drawn on the stations hull.  Without so much as a flash or a puff of smoke, the outlined section just dropped forward into the air lock, off the Retribution, and clanged onto the floor.  The cool thing about that spray was when it was in contact with metal and received an electrical charge it broke the bonds of the molecules.  It disintegrated the metal in essence.
 
   Cole and Split were the first ones through the breech.  Cole sprinted through the new opening and scanned the room he was in.  They had come through the hull into what appeared to be a hallway.  He checked left and right before signaling the rest to come through.  “Thalo take your team down the right hand side.  We will take the left.”  Thalo didn’t respond he just lead his ten man team down the right side of the hall.  Cole started down the left side, hugging the wall in case they started to receive fire.
 
   “Hal, what’s up with your people?  I need that surveillance.”  Cole asked over his private net to the ship.
 
   “They are working on it, wait one.”  The line went silent and Cole stopped their forward movement.  The seconds dragged onto a full minute then two before Hal got back to Cole.  “They can’t patch it directly to you, Cole, so I will have to relay.”
 
   “Fine, whatever, just tell me what they can see and include Thalo.”  He snapped back.
 
   “Here we go.  The hallway you are in runs the length of the station’s perimeter.  From the schematics of the station you both have a good twenty minute or so run to get to the main inhabited area.”  At that Cole started his team moving again.  “Life sign’s scanner just came online.  The tunnels are currently clear but it appears that there are about twenty life forms gathering at the door to where your hall ends Cole.  Only about five on yours Thalo.”  Cole swore to himself.  In between those two groups I read about fifteen more life forms on that level.   There are in total about one hundred life forms on the whole station and something very odd on the bottom most floor.”  Hal went silent for a moment.
 
   “Define odd Hal, don’t leave us hanging.”  Cole asked.
 
   “Well the bottom most floor is one giant room.  It reads as a solid living mass, except the reading is so weak as to be nonexistent.  I haven’t seen anything like it before.”  Hal genuinely did sound confused.
 
   “Could it be something organic like mold or something?”  Cole asked Hal.
 
   “No, I don’t think so because I detect movement down there, so something is definitely alive and moving in there, I just don’t know what.”
 
   “We will deal with that when we come to it.  Try and get a video feed or something down there.”  They had been jogging for a bout ten minutes when Thalo reported they were at their end of the hallway.  “Give us a moment and we go together.”  Thalo acknowledged and stood by, waiting for the signal to attack.  Cole finally saw the end of the hallway just ahead and slowed to a walk.
 
   “Hal, can your people force the doors?”  Cole asked.
 
   “Yes, doors will open in ten…five…three...two...one.”  The doors shot opened of their own accord.  It took the Esii ambushers by surprise and put them off balance.  Cole’s team had been stacked on either side of the door when it opened and had instantly opened up, with what Cole hoped, was fire superiority.  They had decided to go with high velocity pellet guns for this attack since the goal was capturing prisoners and computer Intel.  Plasma and other heavy weapons would have caused too much collateral damage to be useful.  The bead guns fired a high velocity small caliber depleted uranium round that could punch through almost anything.  It would kill if it hit center mass or in the head but it would only maim or incapacitate if it hit the extremities.  It was an effective weapon for the job at hand even if it felt like Cole was going into battle with a Red Rider BB gun on steroids.  
 
   The targeting systems of their suits had been fed the Intel from the life signs sensors and had all of the twenty targets picked out and labeled before the door had even opened.  The odds were two to one, favoring the Esii.  It didn’t matter in the end.  The superior fire that preceded the attack cut through the defenders and had over half of them dead and dying in the first few seconds of the attack.  The rest panicked and tried to flee out the only other door in the room.  That was a mistake because it funneled them into a small space.  The fire from the assault team tore into their backs and one shot would go though three or four of them without stopping.  In less than two minutes twenty defenders lay dead or dying in the room.  Only one had made it into the adjoining room, but hadn’t made it very far.
 
   They swept into the room and made sure every Esii was down and in no shape to counter attack.  Cole scanned around the room and heard calls of “Clear” over his comms.  Finally, Hal linked the schematics of the station to Cole’s suit.  It was a nice wire frame diagram of the whole station and had little green dots representing him and his men and red dots for the unknown but suspected enemy life forms.
 
   Cole quickly divided up the station and sent the info to Thalo.  “This section is yours to clear, and then we meet here.”  He indicated an access hatch that led to the bottom most level.  “Don’t go down there alone, wait for me if you get there first.”  Thalo acknowledged his orders and Cole took the time to determine his line of travel from this room.  “On me.”  
 
   It took them the better part of an hour to fully clear the upper levels of the living area of the station.  So far they had only seen Roche guards and no Esii.  There were two levels left to clear and Cole had gotten to the access hatch first, so he set up a perimeter and waited for Thalo and his team to show up.
 
   “Hal, how goes the hack into the main system?”  Cole asked since he had some time on his hands.
 
   “Not very well I am afraid.  They are using some pretty heavy duty security software and hardware to protect the system.  They think it may be awhile before they crack it.  As far as I can tell there is no surveillance at all in the lowest level.  The cameras on the next level down from you have been rendered inoperable.  I think if there are Esii on this station they will be on the next floor.”  As Hal was briefing Cole, Cole was watching the steady progression of Thalo and his team toward the rendezvous.   Just as the door opened to let in Thalo’s team, Cole’s suit went nuts.  He caught a massive dose of feedback that made his ears ring and everything he had on the station flashed then went down.
 
   “Hal, what happened?”  His voice sounded dull and hollow in his ears.
 
   “Shit Cole, they got one.”  Hal responded.
 
   “Got one what Hal?  What the hell is going on?”
 
   “Cole they got one of my people, some hidden defense we didn’t see.  It killed him Cole.”  Hal sounded like he was going into shock.
 
   “Stay with me buddy we need you to help us finish this.”  Cole tried to sound as sympathetic as possible.
 
   “Shit, shit. Right, okay.  The other AI is trying to disarm the trap.  Once that is done he will have access to the main frame and can reboot the security and life signs systems.  Until then they are closed off to you.”  Hal had regained some confidence and was pushing ahead.
 
   “Thalo we go in blind then.  I don’t want to get funneled in this hatch.  Cut us a new one.”  Jeth once again removed his bottle of magic and traced out the biggest hole he could on the floor.
 
   “I hope we squish a few.”  He muttered under his breath as he finished his outline.  Again he placed the charge on the outline and stepped back.  Cole gave him the signal and he triggered the electrical charge.  The floor dropped away to clang on the level below them.  All twenty-two of them dropped down as one.   They instantly spread out and found whatever cover they could.  Working off his memory of the section they were now in, Cole started to advance slowly forward.  They cleared all rooms as they came to them and found nothing.  Finally after clearing the whole level they were at the door that lead down to the odd readings the life signs detector had picked up.
 
   “Well, they had to have gone down then since they were not up here,” remarked Thalo.
 
   “I always said you were the smartest guy in the room Thalo.”  Remarked Split.  “No one can slip the obvious by you, that’s for sure.”
 
   Soft laughter rumbled over the net as the two teams moved forward to breach the door.  As suddenly as it had disappeared the Intel feed came back.  “He is in, Cole, he has the whole system now.”  Hals voice cried happily over the com.  
 
   “Your people need some names Hal, but tell him good job.”  Cole sorted through the information streaming to his suit.  The schematic confirmed they had cleared this whole level and that whoever had been on this floor had moved to the lower one because no life signs were here except for his men.
 
   “Hal, give us a count down again and open the door.”  Hal started at ten again as the two teams lined up to cover the door.  When Hal hit one, the door flew open and the teams filled the room with death.  Unfortunately the Esii that were in the room were already dead.  Cole ordered a cease fire and waited, he looked into the room with all his different vision functions.  He saw nothing moving at all in the room.
 
   He waived Thalo’s team to go first.  They entered the room and spread out searching amongst the bodies laying on the floor for a survivor.  They found nine bodies all with their throats cut and all holding the knives that did it.  Too late, Thalo remembered there had been ten life signs on that level.  The tenth one dropped from the ceiling onto Jeth’s back.  He rammed a wicked looking knife into Jeth’s shoulder.  The Esii had been aiming for his neck but Jeth had jerked when the weight had landed on him throwing off his strike.  Thalo vaulted over Jeth who ducked at just the right moment and lashed out with his fist.  The Esii was launched off of Jeth’s back and landed on a pile of its dead kin.  Before anyone could jump to stop him, the Esii rammed the knife into his own throat.  He fell forward onto the ground, instantly dead with the tip of the knife poking out of the back of his neck.
 
   Cole ran over to Jeth.  The big Worlder was clutching at his shoulder.  “Let me see it.”  Cole ordered and Jeth obediently bent low so Cole could see the wound.  It was a nasty wound, made nastier since the knife had pulled out of him at an angle widening the wound considerably.  “Thalo take a pair of Worlders and get Jeth to the med station.”
 
   “Cole, I am fine.”  Jeth started to say and stopped when Cole turned to look at him.
 
   Cole switched to a private channel and stared daggers at Jeth.  “Do you really want to argue about this now?  I think I just gave you an order.”
 
   They locked stares for a few seconds before Jeth relented and allowed Thalo and two others to take him out of the room and back up to the Retribution.  Cole switched back to the assault channel.  “Everyone, let’s get ready to take the basement.  Hal, do you have anything new on what the life sign’s scanner was picking up on the bottom floor?”
 
   “No.  Sorry, I can’t get a clear image of it but there are either a lot of them down there or it’s gigantic.  Either option is bad for you.”  Hal sounded a little worried but he continued on.  “Just take it slow and be ready for anything.”
 
   “Gotcha.  Okay let’s take this door down.”  Cole positioned his teams for a breach into the oversized door.  He set what remained of Thalo’s team up behind the wreckage of the room to provide cover fire and stacked his team up on either side of the door.  Again the magic can of spray paint came out and was used to trace around the outline of the door.  Cole watched intently waiting and hoping Hal would come up with some explanation as to what the readings at the bottom of these stairs meant.  The charge was placed and the Worlder with the trigger was waiting for Cole’s go ahead.  With nothing new coming from Hal, Cole gave the signal and the Worlder hit the trigger.  The newly cut door fell forward and slid down the stairs until it clanged to a stop at the bottom.  Silence followed in its wake.  Cole counted thirty seconds before he slowly poked his head around the corner.  
 
   Nothing. No movement, no sound, absolutely no reaction to the giant piece of metal clanging its way down the stairs.  Cole turned on his IR vision and peered into, the now bright as day, stairwell.  All he could see was the door lying at the bottom of the first flight of stairs.  He signaled his teams forward down the stairwell.
 
   “Cole, don’t open that door.”  Hal’s frantic voice blared over the open channel.
 
   Cole quickly signaled for a halt and rapid withdrawal.  He got all his men positioned around the room covering the door before he responded to Hal’s warning.  “That came about five minutes too late Hal.  Now what the hell is down there, did the sensors pick up something new?”  Cole was trying to keep calm and not reveal how badly Hal had startled him.
 
   “No.  Nothing new from the sensors but I dug up an old report from an abandoned Esii freighter that drifted into Nixa space five hundred years or so ago.”
 
   “Okay, lay it on me.  Stop stalling.”  Cole was having a hard time not being too hard on Hal.
 
   “Your ancestors found out the hard way, when they first encountered the Esii, on how they ate.”  Hal didn’t have a chance to finish because Cole let out a low moan and nearly collapsed to the ground.  Split was the closest team member and he managed to catch Cole and kept him upright.
 
   Cole steadied himself and waved off Split.
 
   “Cole what is it?  Are you all right?”  The worried voice of Sky came over his private channel.  He was glad she had the presence of mind to ask that discreetly.  
 
   “Yea, I just had another info dump to my brain was all.  Took me by surprise is all.”  Cole got himself back into position and reopened his assault channel.  “The Esii gain sustenance by feeding off the life energy of other sentient beings.  They also gain strength and speed.  After a certain point of energy loss, the victim loses willpower and its body can no longer sustain itself.  It begins to rot from the outside in, until the victim finally dies.  It also becomes addicted to the feedings and will fight to protect its Esii masters.”  Cole paused for a moment.  “They get turned into fucking zombies.  Is that what is in there Hal?  An Esii larder.”
 
   “Yes, I think that’s exactly what you’re about to face in there.  I see no reason for you to risk your team down there when we can put those poor wretches out of their misery from space.”  
 
   “We don’t know if there is an Esii hiding down there though so we have to clear the area.  We didn’t fight our way down here to give up at the finish line.  We move forward as a unit and watch each other’s backs.  We go in with guns first and if it gets into close quarters combat we switch to knives.”  Cole stood up and waved everyone forward again.
 
   They moved forward at a crawl.  They had almost 360 degree coverage from all the weapons of the remaining twenty Worlders.  They found nothing on the stairs so continued all the way to the bottom.  The very bottom of the stairs was pitch black, even to their multiple vision modes.  Cole popped an IR chem light and threw it through the door into the room beyond.  The light disappeared as soon as it crossed the threshold.  Cole cursed.  He didn’t want to go in blind but he had no choice, something was either blocking the light or absorbing it.  
 
   He walked down the last flight of stairs and crept toward the open door.  Cole’s heart was pounding in his ear and he could feel adrenaline pumping throughout his system.  Slowly he pushed his head through the door frame and into the other side.  He momentarily lost his sight, but got it back once he made it all the way through the opening.  When it came back he was face to face with a rotted out face of a Thrashodon.  Cole let out a startled yell before ramming his gun into the things gut and repeatedly pulling the trigger.  He cut the disgusting thing in half.  Before he knew it he was through the door and trying to comprehend what he was seeing in the last room of the station.  It was something out of a George A. Romero movie come to life.  Except these were alien zombies and they were moving towards his team.  Cole didn’t waste any time, he started shooting for all he was worth and within a few moments he heard the rattling of twenty or so other guns firing.  Thankfully, these things were not real zombies or they would have had to use head shots to kill them.  These were still living beings and could be readily killed with good body shots.  Cole’s threat sensor counted at least one hundred of the beings present in the room.  The horde was made up of all different kinds of aliens, some Cole had seen, others he hadn’t.  
 
   They had been so focused on what was shambling towards them from their front they were surprised when it started to rain zombies.  Before they knew what had happened, there were a dozen zombies falling from the upper balcony.  Some of the assault team had to switch to melee weapons to kill the ambushers.  It took away from the frontal suppressing fire and what was left of the horde managed to collapse on the front rank.  Cole dropped his rifle and pulled out his knife just as a partly decomposed Nixa male latched onto his arm.  The god damn things had no weapons so they did the one thing they could.  They started to try and bite the assault team.  Grunts and curses filled the open assault channel as melee combat swirled around the room.  The Worlders broke off into pairs at this point and fought back to back.  Cole felt Split firmly plant his back on Cole’s.  The fight raged for about ten minutes with the zombies making no real headway against the combat armor the team was wearing.  Finally after tugging his knife out of a fresh kill Cole noticed there was nothing else upright to fight.
 
   He scanned the room and saw the bodies piled all over the place.  He counted his men and saw that one was down.  Cole sent a query to the down Worlders nanites and got a response back in a few seconds.  The Worlder had sustained a compound fracture in his leg.
 
   Cole walked up to the wounded soldier and placed his hand on his shoulder.  “Are you okay?  Can you wait for a stretcher or do you need to get back to the ship now?”  Cole asked the downed Worlder.
 
   “Shit, no Sir.  I am fine, I can wait for a ride out.  Plus my nanites have got a nice little painkiller flooding my system, I won’t feel anything here in a moment.”  He then proceeded to straighten out his broke leg without so much as a grunt.
 
   “Good, you can wait here for a bit while we look the room over.  I will leave someone to watch your back.”  Cole waived over two other Worlders to stand guard over their downed team member, and then he dispersed his remaining teams to search the room.  After a quick search of the largely open area they regrouped back at the wounded Worlder.
 
   “Anyone find anything?”  Cole asked over the assault frequency.  All he got back was no’s and silence.  “Damn.  Well let’s get a stretcher out and get back up to the Retribution.”  Cole silently hoped that Hal and his remaining AI would be able to find something that could point their way to the Sun Eater Ship.
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   “I guess I should be happy right now.  I mean we managed to take out an overwhelming force, successfully breach and board an enemy space station and fight our way through the whole damn thing without losing a single life on our side.  But once again, we left without our primary objective being filled.  Check that.  We lost one life.  Hal’s AI friend that didn’t even have a name.  It has been six hours since we detached and pulled back from the station and still nothing of any significance found in the station’s computer storage that was taken by the other remaining AI.  I destroyed the station with the Retributions main gun, it made me feel a little better.  The Reckoning has a similar attack planned in another few hours.  I hope they have better luck.”   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Cole was ensconced behind his desk on Home.  He was brooding, well brooding was a mild term for how he currently felt.  He was pissed off and ready to tear a new one in the next person that walked through his door.  Three weeks.  That’s how long they had taken to run their missions and the only thing they had accomplished was to destroy a whole lot of Esii hardware and personnel.  That had been the plan from the beginning but the plan had also called for capturing as many Esii as possible and their computers.  
 
   No one expected that the damn Esii were kamikazes when outnumbered or that they were so good at wiping their computers clean.  When beaten in space they either tried to crash into your ships or just self destructed.  If they got cornered on the ground they slit their own throats.  Both the Retribution and the Reckoning had performed their individual assigned tasks almost perfectly.  It had only gotten better when they had linked up to assault their final five targets.
 
   They had successfully taken the war to the enemy and had proven themselves as able commanders and as a coherent fighting force.  They had annihilated their chosen objectives even though they had been out numbered, at times by a three to one margin.  Yet, for all of their effort, they hadn’t come any closer to finding that damned super ship.  Cole was at a loss.  Well not a complete loss, but what he had been contemplating for the last few hours scared him to death.  
 
   His door chimed announcing that someone was waiting outside.  “Come in.”  He barked at the door.  It slid aside and Thalo, minus Jeth walked in. Well sauntered in, more like.  Thalo was the talk of the base since their return a few days ago.  He had killed more spider fighters in space and Esii on the ground than anyone else.  The wings of his ship were covered in outlines of spider fighters and his rifle was likewise covered in notches.  To top it off, the lucky bastard managed to take out a full cruiser all by himself in the final battle.  With his damn drone fighter.  It was a lucky one in a million shot but he had pulled it off and was the only one, other than the crews of the Retribution and Reckoning to have a cruiser stenciled on his drone.
 
   “I am not in a good mood right now Thalo, make it fast.”  Cole said as Thalo took a seat at his desk.  The easy confidence and the always knowing that he was in complete control sometimes irritated Cole.  He knew it had to piss off the Esii.
 
   “Take it easy, I just stopped by to talk for a minute.  No one has seen much of you the last few days since we got back here.  Don’t get me wrong, we all appreciated the welcome home and good job speech but we were expecting a new plan soon.”  Thalo leaned back and put his feet up on Cole’s desk.
 
    
 
   Cole didn’t acknowledge the blatant attempt by Thalo to provoke him.  “Can I ask you a question Thalo?”
 
   “You just did but I’ll give you another one.”  He said with a smile.
 
   “Do you have a family?  A wife and kids?”
 
   “Yes.  To both.  Why?”  He suddenly sounded a lot more serious.  
 
   “Would you do anything to protect them?  If they were hurt, would you do anything to avenge them to include putting others at risk?”  Cole leaned back waiting for a response.
 
   “In order to protect them?”  Thalo repeated before continuing.  “I have not seen them in almost twenty years.  When I was chosen along with Jeth to take over the duty on the Pitt I had to abandon my wife and children.  It was an honor and a privilege to be chosen and I would accept again in an instant.  I would tear the universe itself apart to protect my family and my people.”  Cole didn’t think he had ever heard the Worlder sound as serious as he did in this moment.  “If someone ever harmed any of them I would end all of creation if necessary, to find those responsible.  So if you’re asking me if it’s right for you to be risking all of us to avenge your people than I say not only yes, but hell yes.”
 
   They both relaxed into the silence for a moment.  “Then I will have a plan by tomorrow morning.”  Cole said almost in a whisper.  “I want the ships prepped and ready to leave in twenty-four hours and the men ready in forty-eight.  They can have the rest of tonight and tomorrow to relax.”
 
   Thalo looked at Cole expectantly, but if he was waiting for Cole to reveal his plans to him he was severely disappointed.  “Go have some fun, Thalo.  You will find out at the same time as everyone else.”  Cole spun his chair around to face the wall behind his desk.  Thalo took that as his cue to leave and did so.
 
   Cole took a deep breath to steady his nerves before calling out to Hal.  Hal made his presence known and Cole immediately went into great detail about his upcoming plan.  It only took a few minutes to lay out the basics to Hal but that was enough.
 
   “Are you serious Cole?”  Hal asked.  “I mean you can’t really be serious about this.  It’s a joke right?  Just pulling my leg, as you humans say?”
 
   “It is the only way Hal.  I have worked it from every angle and it’s all I can come up with.  If you have a better idea then let me know, otherwise, it’s what we are going with.”  Cole waited while Hal ran every program he had trying to come up with a better solution.  
 
   “It’s not fair Cole, you know I am horrible at tactics.  You need to run this by Commander Fury and see if he can come up with anything better.  There has to be another way.”  Hal was almost pleading and in fact he materialized his avatar on the wall screen so Cole could see him do just that.
 
   “Damn it, don’t you think I want to, but I can’t.  If anyone else knew about this there would be a mutiny at the very least, a murder at the worst.”  Cole looked right at the screen and the image of Hal inside it.  “By the way in case you were thinking of telling someone I forbid it.  For this plan to work everyone else here needs to be completely unaware beforehand.  If someone knew what was really going to happen, we couldn’t sell it to the Esii.”
 
   “I don’t like it but I understand.”  He paused for a second then got serious. “What do I need to do?”  
 
   “Buddy, you are the linchpin of the whole plan, and for it to work you have to do your part flawlessly.”  Cole leaned close to the screen and started to go into great detail with Hal as to what he needed to do to prepare himself and the ship for the next attack.  They spent the next several hours going into as great of detail as possible so that all their bases were covered.  “I think that will just about do it, unless you can add anything we missed.”
 
   “I didn’t like this plan when I first heard it and I like it even less now, but it just may work.  I will start things going on my end and should have everything ready in time for the attack.  You should go spend some time with Sky before we leave.”  He didn’t wait for a response from Cole, Hal just disappeared.  Cole understood his need to get started on the preparations.  Cole didn’t want to dwell too long on the next few days either.  He queried the base computer and found Sky’s location.  Med bay on the Retribution, probably checking on the still as yet unknown astronaut.  Cole passed a few crew members on his way to the ship.  They genuinely looked happy to see him.  They probably wouldn’t be as happy in a few days, especially if they ever found out what he was about to do to them all.
 
    
 
   Cole lay on the bed not allowing himself to go to sleep.  Sky was pressed up against him blissfully unaware.  He gently stroked her hair as she slept, and she occasionally made quiet noises of pleasure, as he did.  He hated himself right here and now.  He hated what he was about to do and what it would mean to his relationship with Sky.  When she found out she would probably hate him for the rest of her life.  The old Cole would have never taken this chance and put his relationship with a beautiful women, alien or not, at risk over revenge, but this was the new Cole.  He knew what he had to do.  If it meant sacrificing his future with Sky, then so be it.  As he admitted this to himself a calm state settled over him and he felt ready to do what had to be done.  He gently slipped out of bed and got dressed.  He bent over Sky’s still form and gently kissed her on the lips and whispered close to her ear.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   He quietly left her room, returned to his own and lay down to try and get what sleep he could before morning.  He ran through in his head what he was going to say to his subordinates a few times until he was satisfied that he had all of his bases covered before turning in for the night.  He fell asleep fast but was soon tormented by the Esii that haunted his sleep.  
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   “I want to set this down for the record so everyone knows that I acted alone and planned this mission on my own.  I, Commander Cole McLeod, of my own free will have set us on this course.  If nothing survives the next few days but this recording, than let it be known that I alone am responsible for what is about to take place.  Under my orders and with intelligence altered at my command, I did order our forces into an attack against completely overwhelming enemy forces fully expecting to lose the battle.  I gladly take all the blame and responsibility for my orders and actions.  Furthermore, I apologize to the families of those I know we will lose in this action and hope they will one day understand what I was trying to accomplish by choosing this tactic.  Commander McLeod out.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Cole arrived at the briefing room early.  He still needed to go over the final orders and double check the Intel reports.  “So you are sure none of the originals of this report are still around?”  Cole asked Hal as he scanned the reports in front of him.
 
   “I scrubbed every computer here and on the ships.  The only thing that remains is the one in your hand.  Also, no one has looked at that file for weeks since it was discarded as a viable target.”  The avatar of Hal responded from the middle of the conference table.  Hal was pacing back and forth along the length of the table.  Cole could almost see the nervous energy radiating off him as he walked.
 
   “Calm down Hal.  If anyone sees you like this, they may know something is up.  By the way, good job on the file.  Are you finished with all of your preparations?”  Cole was still skimming the file as he talked to Hal.
 
   “Yes, I have everything ready and reprogrammed.  That was easy part, you have the hard part.”  He was about to continue when the door opened to admit Thalo and Jeth.  They were deeply involved in a discussion that was more telepathy than vocal.  They stopped talking and moved over to stand in front of Cole.
 
   “Can you give us any kind of heads up on the plan boss?  I mean, so we can help deflect unnecessary questions and comments.”  Thalo asked.
 
   “Pay him no mind he has been going crazy since he found out you had a plan that you weren’t sharing.  The great warrior has much still to learn about patience.”  Jeth said as he settled into his customary spot against the wall.
 
   “What would you know about patience you walking stump.  I’ll have you know, I was best in my class at stalking and scouting.”  Thalo crossed his arms in a huff and stared daggers at Jeth.  “I once took three days to cross an open meadow during my sniper training.  Learn patience my ass.”
 
   “Settle down you two and don’t worry about it.  There will be no discussion on the mission.  You are just here to receive your orders.”  Cole said as he started to send the OPORDER around the room to the various computers.  “I have this planned down to the T and don’t think anyone can add anything pertinent to the mission so this should be brief.”
 
   “But…”  Thalo started to say and was interrupted by Cole.
 
   “Nope, no discussions allowed.  I would appreciate it if you backed me on this one.”  They exchanged glances before Thalo answered.
 
   “I will, as long as I see the merit and agree on the course of action you chose.”
 
    
 
   Cole thought for a moment before responding.  “I will agree to that.”  He nodded to the nearest display.  “I guess you do deserve a first look at the plan then.”  He winked at Jeth.
 
   Thalo sputtered for a moment.  “You were going to let me look all along weren’t you?”
 
   Cole broke out into a heartfelt laugh which Jeth joined in on.  “Yea, but I had to make you work a little for it first.  Seriously I need your support on this one.”  But Thalo was already engrossed in reading the orders and Intel.  Cole gave him a few moments to digest the information.
 
   Thalo had a very puzzled look on his face and he turned to Cole.  “I don’t get it.  This seems like a pretty prime target.  How come we didn’t hit it the first time and why do you think this will get us any closer to the Esii ship?”
 
   “First, I thought it was too tough a nut to crack with an untrained force.  Now we are very well trained and tested.  Second, there are some interesting unknowns in this system that merit taking a closer look, and third, it’s a chance to knock down Esii numbers a bit.  Since you seem to have read it, do you have any problems supporting the attack and stopping any objections or changes to my plan?”
 
   Thalo took a few moments and went over the info again but couldn’t dispute the facts of the report and the solid plan that Cole had laid out.  “No, no problems from me and I would think that Commander Fury won’t object either.  It is weird though, I thought I checked every piece of Intel we got from the Nixa and for some reason I don’t remember this place.”  Thalo was literally scratching his head trying to remember seeing anything like this before.
 
   “Of course you wouldn’t remember this place or the information on it.  I have had Hal sorting and resorting the info you guys brought back from Nixa and he pieced this together from varied bits of random Intel.  This is the first time all of the Intel has been successfully put together in this form.”  Cole sent the fragments that Hal had unearthed to Thalo’s screen.  “All of this put together, paints the picture of the objective you have in front of you.
 
   Thalo scanned the fragments and pieces of Intel reports the Nixa had gathered.  “There is some wild assumptions made from all of this but I can see how you interpreted the Intel.  I will back you on this Cole.”  Cole reached out and shook the Worlder’s hand.
 
   “Thanks.  That means a lot to me.”  A few moments later the briefing room filled up with his subordinate chain of command.  Cole stood up and looked around the room.  He kept his face perfectly neutral as he lied to everyone who was there to support and help him.  It went over surprisingly well and everyone seemed to agree with his assessment.  Thalo barely had to speak up to back Cole.  Since there was no discussion held about the plan the meeting was short and sweet.  Commander Fury had his orders and was dismissed to attend to them.  They had their departure time and rendezvous coordinates.  The base was shortly unoccupied and the two ships were steadily making their way out to the jump off point.  The next few days was going to make or break this war and Cole was about to go all in.
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   “The art of war is simple enough.  Find out where your enemy is.  Get him as soon as you can.  Strike him as hard as you can, and keep moving on.”  I think Ulysses S. Grant said that and I am about to put it to the test.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   To say that Cole was a little nervous was to say that the universe is big, which to say the least, is a complete understatement.  There were a million things that could go wrong on this mission and all of them lead to disaster on an epic scale.  Cole had restructured his crew compliment before heading out.  He now controlled most of the ship’s functions allowing him to use more of his personnel on the weapons systems and the drone craft.  This also allowed him to be the only one to see certain readouts and sensor info.  He had partitioned the virtual bridge so one half, the half the rest of the crew could see, displayed the information he wanted them to see.  While the other half, the part only he and Hal could see, displayed what was actually going on.  
 
   Cole accessed the command net and hailed the Reckoning.  “Commander you have your orders and timetable, I will see you at the target.  Retribution out.”  He received the acknowledgement from the Reckoning and started the count down until grav jump.  
 
   Cole disconnected from the ship and looked around the actual bridge.  “I want everyone to activate helmet function before we jump.”  Cole ordered his crew.   Cole activated his own helmet and watched as the rest slowly followed orders with confused looks on their faces.  Usually they relied on their own suit sensors to activate helmets if they lost pressure or were being boarded.  So far neither of those things had happened so they were obviously a little confused with his order.
 
   Cole didn’t bother to explain himself, he just settled into his chair and waited for the jump.  He hated not telling the crew what was about to happen but he thought it was necessary.  Cole watched the countdown in silence.  The timer hit zero.  Both the Reckoning and the Retribution disappeared into warped space.  Due to the Reckoning’s size and the Retribution’s edge in speed, Cole should have arrived at minimum one hour ahead of the Reckoning, giving them time to scout out the Esii presence in the system.
 
   With Hal’s help Cole had adjusted their course and speed just enough that they should arrive in system a few minutes behind the Reckoning.  Standard protocol dictated that if the Reckoning received no wave off from the Retribution the attack was still a go.  They had set this up in the previous raids to ensure no accidental intercepts of their communications.  The odds of Esii equipment picking up their transmissions were astronomical but they still thought it was better to err on the safe side.
 
   Cole was counting on that fact to draw the Reckoning into battle with the Esii.  He needed to engage both ships against overwhelming odds.  It was part of his plan and vital for the rest of the plan to succeed.  Cole felt his body tingle as they traveled through warped time and space.  He hoped this wasn’t going to be his last trip because he was finally getting used to the feeling and started to actually enjoy it.  All too soon it was over and he felt the jolt as the reentered normal space.  He also felt the ship rocking and shaking with what could only be enemy fire.
 
   As quickly as he could, Cole shook off his post jump jitters and reconnected to the Retribution’s virtual bridge.  As soon as he fully bonded with the ship he was inundated with the information of a battle raging in the local space.  Cole was the only person, besides Hal, who knew what to actually expect upon arrival here in this system, but even he was a little shocked.  Local space was jammed with spider fighters and cruisers.  They were everywhere.  
 
   But so was the Reckoning and its compliment of drones.  She had deployed all of her drone fighters and was wreaking havoc on the cruisers with her main guns.  Cole put the Retribution into a series of tight turns and spirals, trying to avoid the worst of the incoming fire while his crew got orientated on the battle and started returning fire.  None of them had been expecting this and they were not fully prepared.  Cole started to wade through the massive comm traffic until he located the Reckoning.
 
   “I repeat, this is Commander Fury calling anyone on board the Retribution!  Please come in over!”  Fury’s voice was nearly hysterical.
 
   “Calm down commander, this is Cole, I read you.”  Cole responded as he cycled through reports and kept the ship twisting and turning away from enemy fire.
 
   “Calm he says, damn it we are totally fucked out here.  I count at least ten cruisers with full fighter compliments not to mention whatever the hell that monster is to our front.  Wait a second.”  Fury’s voice trailed off.  “Shit, you did it Cole, that’s the Sun Eater.  How did you know it was here?”
 
   If Cole had been fully in his own body he would have stood up in shock.  “What, say that again Fury?”  Cole shouted at the other Commander.
 
   “That’s her Cole, that’s the ship that destroyed your world.  She just doesn’t have her arms extended.”  Cole looked at the image of the ship in front of him.  He dug into the Retributions memory and brought out an image from the recording of Earth being destroyed.
 
   Fury was right, the Sun Eater was here.  “Damn.”  Cole whispered.  The Retribution shuddered and groaned as she took more hits.  Cole refocused his attention on flying the ship.  This was perfect.  If he could pull off the next few minutes his plan would work.
 
   “What the hell happened to you anyway?  Why weren’t you here first?”  Fury asked.
 
   “I don’t know, have to run a diagnostic after this.  Something screwed up though.”  Cole lied through his teeth.  Cole was keeping his eye on both ships damage readouts.  They were weathering the enemy fire pretty well for now but shield strength was falling rapidly.  “We can’t take this kind of fire forever.  Can we get to it?”  Cole didn’t have to say what “it” was.
 
   “No.”  Cole heard Fury sigh.  “There is just too much between us and them.  How could your assessment have been so wrong on their numbers Cole?  How could the Nixa been so sloppy on their Intel?”  Cole could hear the confusion and rage barely concealed in his voice.
 
   “I don’t know, but we get as many of them as we can while we are here.  We need to get a vector out of this system and back out to a safe jump distance.  We will worry about the rest once we are safe.  I will take full responsibility for this disaster and try to figure out where I went wrong.  For now keep your people as safe as possible and get turned to an outbound heading, I will move up to help cover you.”
 
   Cole did just that.  He hadn’t been idle during the conversation and since it had take place between two individuals bonded to their respective ships, the communication had been fast as thought.  Cole changed the Retributions heading and gained on the Reckoning as Fury started to turn his ship about.  Cole connected to Hal via a preprogrammed secure channel.
 
   “Okay Hal this may work.  We need to funnel both ships onto this heading.”  Cole showed Hal were he wanted to go.  “Get the repair drones ready and I will tell you when to start shifting targets.”
 
   “I know it’s too late, but I still hate this Cole.”  
 
   “I know buddy but it’s all I’ve got, do me a favor.  Tell Sky what I did if I don’t make it, she may not like it but I think she will understand.”  Hal went to work getting everything ready for the subterfuge he was about to pull on the Reckoning and the crew of the Retribution.  
 
   It was do or die time.  If this worked, he may one day be looked upon as a military genius and if it failed, he would be reviled throughout the galaxy.  The reason he had chosen this system to fight the Esii wasn’t because he thought the super ship was here, as Fury had thought, but because it was so close to Nixa.  So close, in fact, that if either of the ships sustained heavy enough damage or what Hal reported was heavy damage, they could safely retreat there for refuge.  That is what Cole thought would draw out the Sun Eater.  If he could force the Nixa into aiding him with Esii fighters on his tail they just might pull out the Sun Eater to have a go at Nixa herself.
 
   Cole was going to use a planet with a sizable population as bait.  Bait for a ship that had already destroyed one world and if he failed would destroy another here shortly.  He was counting on forcing the Nixa to launch forces to defend their own planet and since the damage reports he would be getting from Hal would be fictional, he would have his two ships to help out as well.  His plan hung on a bunch of unknowns but he was confident it would work.  He had spoken at some length, with Commander Fury back when they had first met, about the size and strength of the Nixa home fleet.  Cole was certain that they could handle the Esii cruisers and fighters while he and the Reckoning took a shot at the Sun Eater.
 
   Cole had been forced to scrub the Intel on the system clean and replace it with fabricated numbers so he could convince the others to go along with the attack.  Now he was about to lie to them again. 
 
   He watched as the Reckoning and the Retribution fell into the positions he wanted.  “Okay Hal do it.”
 
   The picture of the battle slowly started to change.  A new wave of fighters backed by a cruiser moved into position right in front of where the two ships were heading.  “Fury we have to break right and make for an empty area of space.  We can’t try to fight through that screen and make a jump at the same time.”
 
   “I concur, but we aren’t going to get very far on that heading.”  Was his response.
 
   Cole feigned ignorance.  “I am kind of busy here so please tell me what’s in that direction that’s going to slow us down?”
 
   “My home world.  Nixa lies that way and it will yank us out of warp space.”  
 
   “Okay, we find another way then.  Give me a moment.”  Cole responded.  He switched to his secure channel.  “Do it now, Hal.”
 
   Hal keyed the program he had installed in the repair drones and the very next instant, a shot hit the Retribution alarms and klaxons began blaring throughout the ship.  Cole watched on the crew’s part of the virtual bridge as damage reports started flooding in from various parts of the ship.  The repair drones Hal had programmed were just getting done with the cosmetic damages to the ship’s hull.  Cole wanted his bases covered in case anyone on the Reckoning was looking at the Retribution, it would look like the ship took a hit right where it would hurt the most.  Just above the gravity collectors.
 
   Cole turned down the alarms and reconnected with the Reckoning.  “We may not have a choice now, Fury.”
 
   “What happened?”  Came his response.
 
   “A hit got through, we are bleeding energy and if we don’t jump soon we are going to lose power.  We have to jump now and make it to Nixa.”  The words hung like a lead weight on Cole.  He may have just doomed a world full of people.  He waited for Fury’s reply.
 
   “Affirmative, our scans confirm your situation.  We will drop back to cover for you.  Make for the exit point and we will be right behind.”  Cole would have been holding his breath if he had been back in his body.
 
   “Copy that.  We are recalling drones and making for the exit.”  With those words, the rest of Cole’s plans fell into place.  The Retribution and the Reckoning were continuing to take hits and some minor damage, but the repair drones would have it fixed once they reached Nixa space.  The best the Esii could hope for, if they followed immediately, was to arrive two hours after the two ships.  That would give them plenty of time to enact repairs and contact the Nixa government to request help.  Cole continued to juke and roll to avoid any more hits but his speed was rapidly separating him from the majority of enemy fire and ships.  In a few more seconds both he and the Reckoning would be home free for a jump to Nixa.  Cole was happy the plan had worked but still hated himself for having to do it.  
 
    
 
   Both ships finally succumbed to the massed Esii fire and took some damage on their rear hulls before they could escape.  In all, Cole lost half of his drones and had some cosmetic damage to his aft.  He also lost some sensor nodes and scaring over ninety percent of his ship.  The Retribution looked like it had gone through hell and come out the other side.
 
   The Reckoning, probably because it had seemed like more of a threat, had taken considerable more damage.  She had lost a full three quarters of her initial compliment of drones and had suffered some Major hull breaches in the drone storage compartments in her rear.  She had also lost some gun emplacements and counter missile ports.  
 
   Both ships had suffered casualties.  Cole had ten Worlders in the med bay with Sky.  They had all failed to eject or been unable to eject, and were currently unconscious.  One Nixa had been trying to get a Worlder to the sick bay and had been thrown around by incoming fire and broken a few bones.  It had been worse on the Reckoning.  Half of the drone pilots were either unconscious or had such horrible migraines they couldn’t fly for at least a few hours.  They had also lost ten crew when the Reckoning took concentrated fire on its side and the hull was breached.  The incoming fire had killed five of them outright, the others had been so violently sucked into space they had died from the trauma.
 
   Cole was shaken by the reports.  He knew it was bound to happen and more likely on this mission than on any before.  It still sucked and it was even worse because they hadn’t known what they were about to be facing.  Cole didn’t want to think of himself as someone who threw people lives away needlessly and he hated losing even just one life.
 
   The alarm reporting that they had finally made it far enough out of the system to make a jump brought Cole back to the present.  “See you on the other side Reckoning.”  Cole said over the open channel.
 
   “Roger, Retribution see you there.”  Cole disconnected from the ship and started an abbreviated countdown to launch.  He looked around the bridge, some of the bridge crew had turned off their helmets and were looking to Cole.  He could see the disbelief in their eyes.  They had trusted him and he had been wrong, as far as they knew, about what they were facing.  Cole turned off his helmet and looked at his crew.
 
   “I am sorry to those of you who lost a friend today, I regret any loss of life and you have my sympathies.”  He didn’t have time for more because the countdown hit zero and the ship jumped.  They left the chaos of battle far behind them at least for a little while, and made the best possible speed for the safe haven of Nixa.  There Cole hoped they would find a new ally.  
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   “I hated what I did to those who trusted me.  I lied and I willingly endangered them and their home.  I will live with that the rest of my life.  If I fail and live, I will never forgive myself.  If I win on the other hand, well I will savor it for the rest of my life.  Sky and the Nixa on the other hand may never forgive me and I can’t blame them.  That I will regret.  I never wanted to hurt or lose Sky but this course of action was set in motion centuries ago.  I was entrusted with bringing humanity back to the stars and I will use any means at my disposal to accomplish that goal”.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Retribution reverted to normal space a fraction of a second before the Reckoning.  It was a welcome respite from the chaotic battle they had just left.  They had set a course that would force the gravity of the local star to yank them out of warp travel, so they were a lot further in system than most normal ships would dare come out of warp.  Local systems rarely ever liked ships, especially war ships, to drop out of warp space almost right on top of populated planets.
 
   With the Reckoning’s and Retribution’s advanced drive tech, they came in system closer to Nixa than any ship had ever attempted.  The Nixa navy was a little upset.  All their channels were clogged with requests from naval commanders and planetary authorities to identify, heave to, and wait for an escort.
 
   Cole watched the threat counter tick up as more and more ships responded to the interlopers.  Thank god thought Cole, they had a sizable force ready and mobile.  It nearly equaled the Esii force they had just run from.  Cole had ordered Fury to handle the initial comms.
 
   “Nixa Home Fleet, this is Commander Fury of the Combined Task Force.  We have engaged superior enemy forces and were forced to emergency warp to Home System.  We are not a threat to you but there may be Esii forces following.  We ask for aid and assistance to make repairs and defend against possible incursions.”  The next part of his message shocked and surprised Cole.  “Also, be aware, that onboard the Retribution is the Prime Administrator’s Daughter.  She is whole, well and currently handling medical emergencies on the ship.”  Sky had never said a word before about being related to, what Cole assumed, was someone of importance on her home world.
 
   There was a long pause before they received a response from the Nixa contingent forming up around the planet.  “Former Major Fury, power down your ships and prepare to be boarded. This is Admiral Suns, have the daughter of the Administrator ready to be received by the boarding party and immediately removed from the ship.  As for any incoming Esii ships, we will send them packing like always.”  Cole did a quick search on the name Suns in the current registry of Nixian officers.  Shit this was the biggest bigwig they could have gotten.  He was damn near three hundred years old and had spent almost all of it in the navy.
 
   “Sir, I respectfully…”  Fury was cut off by the Admiral.
 
   “You no longer hold any rank or importance in the Nixa military Fury, and we do not formally recognize your current posting.  You will do as ordered or…”  At that point Cole chose to intervene.   He called up all of the local and military channels and started a full broadcast.  He was transmitting both voice and video.
 
   “Nixa, I am Commander Cole McLeod, formerly of Earth, now just a member of the galaxy.  The two ships that you see now are a legacy left to the supporters of the Pure Humans of old.  I am a legacy of their forethought and their last living descendant.  The last one we currently know about.”  Cole paused a moment to let that sink in.  “With the help from allies of old, we have started the crusade to wipe the Traitor races from the face of the galaxy.  We have avoided involving your people directly to insulate them from this war until a certain objective had been met.  That objective was the destruction of the Esii Sun Eater.”  Cole started to stream the footage of the attack on the Earth as he talked.  “This super ship was brought to my planet after the Esii found out that some nefarious beings were attempting to return humans to the galaxy in hopes of capturing long hidden technologies.  With the help of that technology, and of a Dr. Sky, I was freed and destroyed those who wished to use me.  But not before this occurred.”  Cole stopped talking so everyone could focus on the video.
 
   The video still sent chills up Cole’s spine even though he had watched it dozens of times.  “That was the last day my planet was alive.  I swore vengeance that day.”  Cole’s voice was a little quieter as he said that last part.  “With the help of a few brave Worlders and Nixa, we have restarted the war we lost so many years ago.  Not more than a few hours ago we jumped into an Esii controlled system, I had thought would be easy pickings.  I was wrong.  We sustained some damage and were forced to flee to safety.  To your system.  Before we left we saw the goal of our operations these last few weeks.  The Sun Eater.  Now I believe it will be coming here.  Because we jumped here the Esii may now believe that you are officially helping us.  We need your help, I believe that if we join forces we can not only defeat the force they may now already be sending here, but also destroy the Sun Eater.  If we can accomplish this we can turn the Esii back and repay them for their betrayal.”  The last images of Earth breaking into quarters disappeared and Cole’s image returned on the screen.  “I ask that you, our former allies, stand with us against the Esii and help us level the playing field once and for all.  If they no longer have that damn ship to hold over your heads you can go on with your lives knowing that what happened to my world can never again happen to any world.  We don’t have much time and I need to make repairs, so I will not be powering down or allowing any boarding parties on my ships.  I suggest you prepare yourselves for what may already be coming.  Commander McLeod out.”  Cole severed the link to the com system and let out a nervous breath.  If he hadn’t been wearing the second skin he would be drenched in sweat right about now.
 
   He hooked back up to the Retribution and hailed the Reckoning.  “Sorry Fury, but your way was taking too long.  I had to get them moving in one direction or another.”
 
   “I understand, my people can be monolithic at times.  I believe you grabbed their attention.”  Cole cut the connection to the Reckoning and left Fury to manage his own repairs.  Cole got the ball moving on the drones on his own ship and would have it back to fighting trim in an hour or two.  He ordered all his crew to grab some chow and catch a nap if they could before hostilities resumed, if they resumed. He disconnected from the ship and left the bridge headed for the med bay.
 
   The door slid open and Cole saw Sky’s med personnel working on the last two Worlders in the med bay.  Both were holding their heads and groaning with what was probably a killer headache.  In a few minutes, after the pain meds and their own nanites did their jobs, they would be feeling better.  He waited patiently for her to finish with the last of the drone pilots.  He was thankful that no one on his ship had died or been too badly wounded but it still unsettled him to see those few who did sustain some form of injury because of his choices.
 
   Sky finished up with her last patient, took a deep breath and stretched her back.  She worked her head from side to side trying to loosen up from being bent over for so long.  The last pilot left the med bay and the medics followed, Cole presumed to get some food and rest.  Sky stayed behind.  Cole cleared his throat to announce his presence.
 
   “I saw you come in.”  Sky said without turning around.  “I was listening in on your comms, what happened Cole?”  She turned and Cole saw weariness in her eyes.  “How were you so badly wrong?” She moved to him and wrapped her arms around his body laying her head on his chest.
 
    
 
   “There is no time for second guessing, we are in trouble if your people won’t help.”  Cole kissed the top of her head and enjoyed what was probably going to be the last time she let him hold her.
 
   “What are our options?”  She asked him.
 
   “The way I see it a few things could happen.  Your people will help us and we will carry the day.  They will try and curry favor from the Esii and attack us when they do. Or they will do nothing and we will be defeated and destroyed, then shortly thereafter your planet will face the same fate as Earth.  I hope they choose the first option myself.”  
 
   “My people are smart, they will see the same options as you, and choose correctly.” 
 
    “It might help if the daughter of the Prime Administrator asked them for help, too.”
 
     “No probably not.”  Then she remembered that Cole thought that her parents were dead.  “I guess I couldn’t keep that from you forever.”  Sky backed away from Cole and sat in her chair.  “Fury told me after they joined our cause, I didn’t want it distracting you from our main purpose.  I have caused so much pain and suffering in your life I didn’t want to make you choose between returning me home or continuing on with our mission.  Besides you needed me to install the nanites into everyone and train the medical staff.  I was afraid you would take me home if you found out.  I am sorry I lied Cole.”
 
   “I can deal with it, for now I need you to try for me please.  Use whatever influence you might have as a returning child of the PA to ensure their help.”  Cole watched as Sky wrestled with her thoughts and he hated himself for manipulating her like this.  She hadn’t seen her family in over twenty years and he was forcing her to manipulate them into helping him.
 
   “I will try, for you.”  
 
   “Thank you, Sky.  On other matters how, did our unknown patient do during the battle?”  
 
   “Fine, no change or anything but still alive and breathing on her own.”  Sky turned to her med bay link to the ship and bonded with the Retribution.  Cole sat back and waited for her to finish.  She was only connected for about ten minutes when she broke from the ship and turned to look at Cole.
 
   “They will help but on one condition.”  Cole waited for her to continue.  “They think that you lead the Esii here on purpose and do not trust you.  They will not fire upon any of our ships, but they will also not come to our aid.  They will follow their own defense procedures and not engage Esii ships until they prove a direct threat to Nixa ships or assets in the system.  My father wants me off of this ship and on the ground as soon as possible.”
 
   “It wasn’t what I had hoped for, but it will have to do.  Did they say we had to leave our current location?”
 
   “No, that’s odd they didn’t say anything about us moving at all.”  She was thoughtful for a moment.
 
   “Not really, they want in on this battle so they set all the rules to make it look like they are staying neutral.  By having us stay where we are they can force the Esii into endangering Nixa ships and assets.  That Admiral is clever.”  Cole stood up and held his hand out to Sky.  “Well, let’s get you ground side.”
 
   Sky smacked his had away.  “If you think for one moment that I would abandon you in this critical time you are crazier than Split.  I told my father I would stay here until the end and that you needed all the medical help you could get for the upcoming battle.”
 
   “Okay, okay you can stay.”  Cole held up his hands in surrender.  “Just be safe and keep my people alive.
 
   She saluted Cole in the human fashion.  “Yes Sir.”  They both left the med bay and went to get in a final meal before all hell broke loose.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   She could feel the strong emotions radiating from nearby.  Disgusting.  She grew tired of being trapped here, in this inferior body.  She enjoyed her nightly excursions into that weak human’s mind, but she needed more.  She felt the swirl of chaos surrounding the ship and briefly touched a mind of one of her people.
 
   She had been a part of the attack on the human world, the one called Earth.  She had been a menial servant of one of the cruisers’ commanders when they had attacked the planet.  They had found no trace of those responsible for finding the lost humans and searched the system to no avail.  They had remained hidden from the human apes covering the planet below as they decided what to do.
 
   They couldn’t leave an entire planet of Pure Human descendants alive so they waited for the Sun Eater to come and wipe away the puny planet from the galaxy.  But that wouldn’t take care of the problem of the human who already roamed the galaxy.  So they had devised a plan, a plan that would allow them to get a spy into the midst of the last human.
 
   There was an interesting piece of physiology that no race, not even the Pures, knew about the Esii.  They could force a consciousness swap with any sentient being.  She had been selected along with one male to make that swap.  They had chosen the pathetic craft orbiting the human world to house the spy.  Shortly before attacking the planet, a small group boarded the station and killed almost all on board.  They left two alive, a male and a female.  The swap didn’t work for the male and both the human and the Esii died from the trauma of rejection.
 
   Hers had worked, if only just barely.  The humans were too underdeveloped mentally to handle the swap effectively.  She had been placed in the emergency life support area of the station and left there to be found, or not, by the human if he returned.  Meanwhile, her body currently held an unwilling mind of the human she had switched with.  She was disgusted at the thought of a mere human inhabiting her body all of this time.
 
   She had only just become fully functional and had slowly been exploring her surroundings when the ship had started to attack her people.  She had tried to do what she could to help them, but any mind she managed to touch was quickly snuffed out.  So she had focused on dominating the human commander’s mind.  That had worked for a little while but he had found a way to fight her and every time he slept he expelled her from his mind.  She managed to keep her location a secret and erase any memories of their battles in his mind, but it hadn’t been enough.  There had to be a way she could use the upcoming battle to her advantage.  She was determined not to allow this human to destroy the Sun Eater.
 
   Maybe she could use the Nixa that the human seemed to love so much.  Yes, her mind may be weak enough to succumb to my influence.  She would wait for the battle to begin and subvert the good Doctor.  A small smile touched the corners of the human women’s face as the Esii living inside her began to plot and plan.
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   “The one good thing about being surrounded and outnumbered in a battlefield scenario is that you can shoot in any direction and almost guarantee a hit on your enemy.  Of course there are many downsides to that scenario, but I like to look on the bright side of things.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Both the Retribution and the Reckoning were as fixed as they were ever going to be out here away from the dry dock facility.  If they weren’t at one-hundred percent, they were damn close to it.  Now they waited.  Cole could feel it in his bones, the Esii were coming and they were coming big time.  Cole figured that the Esii had been waiting a long time for the Nixa to give them an excuse to invade and destroy their home system.  This was too good an opportunity to pass up.
 
   It had been three hours since they had fled the Esii and still nothing had moved on the system yet.  Cole knew it was coming though.  The Esii couldn’t warp this far in system so they would have to revert to normal space well outside of weapons range.  Cole still had his crew on down time and resting.  He could easily have them back in their stations well before any action could occur.
 
   He was the only one currently hooked into the ship and he was enjoying the quiet.  “The last of the repairs are complete, Cole.”  Hal reported.
 
   “The real repairs or the fake ones?”  Cole asked him back.
 
   “Both.  Are we ready for what's coming?”  An image of Cole’s father appeared in front of him.  Hal’s avatar.  Hal moved to be near Cole.  “You have accomplished so much I would hate to see it end here.”
 
   “Yeah me too, but we have to take risks if we want to win.  We can’t leave that damn ship out there to threaten any more planets.  This is necessary.”
 
   “Are you trying to convince me, or you, of that?”  Hal replied.
 
   “A little of both I guess.  There is no manual for what we are trying to do here, Hal.  I have all of this knowledge and memories from ages past, but it comes in flashes and dribbles into my brain.  I have to use it the best way possible, and let’s face it, I am not a great tactician.  I just try my best to do what I think will even this war out.  We haven’t even started to deal with the Roche yet and they outnumber us by the millions.  I need allies and this was the only way I could think of to draw out that goddamn ship.”
 
   “Cole, I will gladly take your secret to the end of time and I truly believe in you and this plan.  If I hadn’t, I would have never helped you.”
 
   “Thanks pal, I needed that.”  Cole watched as a Nixian ship approached both the Reckoning and the Retribution.  “Now what do they want, I wonder?”  Cole mused aloud.
 
   “Commander of Combined Task Force this is troop transport 101.  We seek permission to dock and station soldiers on board your ships, over.”  What the hell was this about? 
 
    “On whose authority are you acting, transport?”   Cole responded.
 
   “Commander, the Admiralty thought since you had Nixa citizens on board and you had your hands full with running your ships and fighters, they might provide some onboard security for your Nixian crew, over.”  Cole smiled at that.  Another way to justify aiding them without openly admitting to it.
 
   “Affirmative, have your personnel aboard and report to my ship security commanders.  Send my thanks to the Admiralty.  Retribution out.”  Cole shifted his attention to the security roster.
 
    
 
   The transport docked and left twenty-five combat ready Nixa marines on board the Retribution and over one hundred and fifty on the Reckoning.  Cole hoped to God they wouldn’t need them but it was nice to have them in case they needed to repel boarders.
 
   At that moment the deep space scanner picked up multiple signals appearing in space just at the closest edge of jump range.  They were here.  Cole sent out a fleet wide alarm and ordered his men to attack positions.  This time he had more help on the bridge to manage and maintain the sensor net and tag targets to control the battle.  He would need it because there was no running this time.
 
   He watched as ship after ship reverted to normal space and disgorged their fighter compliments.  In total, ten cruisers dropped out of warped space and deployed hundreds of spider fighters.  Then the biggies started to show up.  Hal identified them as Esii Heavy Battle Cruisers or HBC for short.  They were twice the size of the normal ones but instead of having to carry the Spider Fighters into battle, they were pure fighting ships themselves.  Cole didn’t think the Retribution had it in her to take on one of those alone, but the Reckoning may have a chance if she could get at them one at a time.
 
   But no Sun Eater.  The numerical odds were still pretty steep but the Reckoning and Retribution’s tech advantage should even things up.  While the Nixa didn’t have the number of ships, they had fixed defenses they could rely on.  They had a mine field deployed and three massive defense stations in orbit around the planet.  Those stations were death to any ship that came close and they had good range to aid in the main battle.
 
   “Fury, hold until they come in range.  I don’t know where the Sun Eater is but they may be probing to see if the Nixa really are helping us.  If they find they are, that’s when they will bring in the ship.  We have to force a confrontation with your people and the Esii as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Roger, I expected that myself.  We will await your orders.”
 
   Cole got his people in order and settled in while the Esii approached the maximum firing line.  The red blob of Spider Fighters grew to over a thousand and was bearing down on their position.  Cole gave the order to deploy his drones.  They formed up and headed over to link up with the Reckoning’s drones.   Cole held them back and wanted them to screen the two ships.  The drones would have plenty of chances to engage enemy fighters and there was no sense in throwing away drones trying to blunt that massed attack.  The Retribution and The Reckoning could do more damage to those fighters in a few hits than the drones could in a few hours of skirmishing. 
 
    Cole watched as the fighters crossed over the invisible line of their max firing range.  “All guns open fire.”  Cole ordered the two ships.  Fury had turned his ship so his sides faced the oncoming rush of fighters.  He had set it into a slow roll so he could fire continues volleys from all his guns.  As one set would fire, it would roll out of position bringing another set into position.  Doing this gave him max rate of fire.
 
   The massed fire of the two ships tore into the oncoming horde.  Entire squadrons were wiped out in the first few seconds of the barrage.  The remaining fighters broke and dispersed.  They hadn’t been expecting to be hit from that far away.  The two ships kept firing as fast as possible since targets were so plentiful but there was no way to get them all before they closed.
 
   Suddenly a green blip appeared on Cole’s screen between his ships and the oncoming fighters.  He was about to ask, what the hell was going on when the Spider Fighters nearest to it converged and destroyed it.
 
   “Commander McLeod, this is Admiral Suns, with the destruction of that unmanned survey ship we are officially entering the battle to support you.  What are your orders?”
 
   “I thought you guys didn’t trust me to command everyone?”  Cole responded.
 
   “That is the civilian government.  I, on the other hand, haven’t been fighting the Esii like you have for the past few weeks.  This battle was unexpected so we will be glad to rely on you for orders.”
 
    
 
   Cole smiled to himself and started feeding tactical data to the Nixa fleet.  “Fit in and make yourself useful.  Use fighters to screen for your capitol ships and use your capitol ships to engage their capitol ships when they get in range.  Other than that, just blow the hell out of anything that gets in range.”
 
   “I am receiving data and understand, Suns out.”  The Admiral cut the comm line and Cole refocused on the incoming fighters.  He saw the green signals indicating the Nixa fleet, move away from the planet and take up flanking positions on either side of his ships.  A mass of green dots representing Nixa fighters separated from the big ships and moved forward a few hundred miles to prepare to intercept incoming fighters.  Cole shifted some drones to support those fighters and so did Fury.
 
   This whole time the Reckoning and the Retribution were still tearing into the spider fighters as they approached the ships.  They finally entered their own firing range and started to engage the allied ships but they had lost at least half of their strength by that point.  But they succeeded in their primary mission.  They started to tie up the bigger ships guns, allowing their own capitol ships to move in closer under less sustained fire.  Cole started to maneuver the Retribution in order to avoid the incoming fire.  The Reckoning was just too big for those little fighters to damage so she just hung in space, knocking out as many as she could while Cole rolled and juked as best as he could.
 
   All too soon, the allied forces were totally engaged.  The Esii cruisers and HBCs steadily moved forward.  “Shift fire to those heavies as soon as you can, leave the remaining fighters to the drones and Nixa pilots.”  Cole sent the order out across the net so everyone could hear it.  He heard a cheered response from his own drone pilots as they began to peel off and engage the spiders in dog fights.  The Nixa small fighters maneuvered and helped where they could, and the Nixian Capitol ships moved forward to help provide security for Cole’s ships since they had the better range.
 
   “Fury you concentrate on those HBC’s I will worry about those cruisers.  We can’t get them all but we can hurt them before they get into range themselves.”  Fury acknowledged his orders and left the Nixian navy to protect him from the smaller fighters who were strafing his hull.  
 
   The biggies crossed the firing line and both ships opened up giving them all they had.  It wasn’t enough, the ships sustained damage and only four of them made it to the main battle totally unscathed.  Cole managed to completely destroy one cruiser and cripple one more but had only caused light damage to the others before they started to return fire.  The Reckoning had crippled one of the HBCs and knocked it out of the fight but the other three were still inbound and about to start firing.
 
   That’s when the Nixa activated their mine field.  All the Esii ships had passed through the field and had, unbeknownst to them, picked up the magnetic mines that had been seeded in their line of travel.  The signal was sent and they all detonated as one.  One more HBC was crippled to the point of uselessness, two cruisers were outright destroyed and numerous fighters flared into nothingness.  But onward they came and soon even the Nixa capitol ships were engaging the enemy at close range.
 
   Cole kept the Retribution moving and maneuvering, pushing his ship to her limits.  The space around the Nixa home world was a riot of battles.  Groups of small fighters spiraled and swirled around each other in battles to the death.  Capitol ships ponderously moved about trying to find advantage over their enemies.  Still there was no sign of the Sun Eater.  They had to remove the threat here and now or that damn ship could strike anywhere and be off before Cole cold move to intercept.
 
   The Retribution danced with death across the sky.  Cole moved her in and out of battles aiding ships where he could or leading off attackers from beleaguered ships.  Finally, despairing that the Sun Eater wasn’t going to come, he fully committed the Reckoning and Retribution to repelling the attack.  Both ships moved to fully engage the larger capitol ships of the Esii.  The Reckoning formed up with two large Nixa destroyers and bore down on the two remaining HBCs.  Cole moved off to support the attackers of the standard Esii battle cruisers.  Once they became fully engaged in those battles the tide started to turn against the numerically superior Esii.
 
    
 
   That’s when they dropped the hammer.  The Reckoning and Retribution became too separated to effectively reform to attack together and that was what the Esii had been waiting for.  The Sun Eater dropped into normal space.  Cole wasn’t certain how they managed to keep it in warped space for so long in one area but they had, and had used it well.  Along with the super ship came a new wave of Spider Fighters and small cruisers.
 
   Cole thanked whoever was in charge of the universe for not including any more HBCs in the new lot.  Though he figured that the new ships would be trouble enough. Cole contacted Fury.  “We need to break free of this small shit and move against the Sun Eater.  It looks as though it will move to the secondary star in the system to attack your home.”
 
   “I know, I see it too.  We are going to have some trouble breaking free here, these damn cruisers are a pain and we are actually starting to take damage.  We need time and help.”  Fury responded from the beleaguered ship.
 
   “I am on my way, prepare to break towards the Sun Eater.”  Cole spun the Retribution up onto its tail and shot off towards the Reckoning, leaving a swarm of Spiders in his wake.  He bore down on the Reckoning at full speed.  There were hundreds of targets for Cole to choose from as he got in range.  He chose the biggest one, an Esii HBC that was attempting to come along side the Reckoning.  Cole overrode the safety protocols and fired his main plasma cannon on fully auto.  A solid line of super hot plasma leapt out from the nose of the Retribution and burned a hole into and through the HBC.  Metal super heated by the plasma, bled off the ship and froze into large drops.  Bodies and loose equipment were sucked out of the giant hole and into space.  The damage was too much for the mighty ship and she began to break apart.  The damage finally affected her main grav collectors and she went up in a spectacular display.  For a brief moment in time, Nixa had a third sun.  It was soon extinguished in the harshness of a vacuum.  Bits and pieces of the ship joined the other debris rapidly accumulating around the system. 
 
   The death of the larger ship also destroyed most of the smaller ships around the Reckoning.  “Thanks Cole, we are breaking to the Sun Eater.  Watch our six.”
 
   Cole turned to provide coverage when more signals began blinking to life on his screens.  Shit, more Esii were dropping in on the party.  He counted ten more cruisers and another HBC.  It was too much for his forces.  The Nixa were already down to sixty percent strength and falling rapidly.  He started to receive calls for help from all over the system.  The Esii were threatening to overwhelm the defenders.  He had time before the new units were able to join the fight, but not much.
 
   “Reckoning to all Nixa forces.  Retreat to your planet and set up a final line of defense with your orbital defense grid and stations.  Draw as many Esii as you can with you.  We will handle the new arrivals and the Sun Eater.”  Well there was nothing else to do at this point, the hammer had been dropped and his allies were waiting for a response.  “Hal make the call.”
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   “I had prepared for almost everything, the amount of ships the Esii could send, the Sun Eater showing up and any other myriad of things.  There was one thing I couldn’t have known about, one thing I was not prepared for.  That thing almost cost me everything.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
     Hal sent out a brief signal, it was only one word.  Come.  It was heard by the ones it was meant for and they did just that, they came.
 
   Five bright green signals flared to life on Cole’s screen.  They were behind the newly incoming Esii ships.  “Welcome to the battle, please engage those Esii ships.”  Fleet wide everyone heard the response from those ships.  “Vengeance acknowledged, Revenge acknowledged, Payback acknowledged, Reprisal acknowledged, Justice acknowledged.” The voice of the AIs rang out like thunder on the bridge of all the allied ships.
 
   Weeks ago Cole had approached Hal about outfitting the AIs into a relief force only to be used when necessary.  Hal and his people had figured a way to load themselves into ships without completely bonding to their systems.  Cole had packed all of them into the new carrier that had just been built and four juggernaut class destroyers.  The carrier had over four hundred drones to launch at one time and sported a nice close in defense grid capable of defending it from most enemies without diverting drone strength to its defense.
 
   The destroyers on the other hand were the work horse of the fleet.  They were giant moving weapon platforms.  They boasted the strongest weapons the Pure Humans could devise.  They were slow, but once they got in range, they could go toe to toe with any five ships the Esii could muster.
 
   Cole had only left a skeleton crew of AIs behind at Home to mind the shop.  The rest he and Hal had loaded onto those ships in secret.  The AIs had trained while Cole was out with the Reckoning attacking the Esii targets.  When Cole had formulated this new plan, he had moved the new ships just outside of detection range of the Nixa system and had them wait for the signal for activation.  Come.  They did just that.  The carrier, The Justice, deployed its full contingent of drones piloted by the AIs and set up a blocking position on the fringe of the system.  Anyone who wanted to leave had to go through it.
 
   The rest moved in on the newly arrived Esii fleet. The new Esii ships had to come about to deal with the threat to their rear.  That left the now diminished initial attackers too far in system to retreat and now they were in range of the orbital stations.  The carnage was massive.  It would take the Nixa years to clear all of the junk that was orbiting their planet.  With the arrival of the new ships, Cole and Fury were again able to focus on the Sun Eater, which was rapidly approaching its deployment range.
 
   “Cole, this is Fury,” Cole noticed it was on a private channel.  “You are going to have to tell me how you knew to station those ships so close to my home when we never expected to be here.  And why no one knew you had placed the AIs on them.”
 
   “Later Fury, I will reveal all of my secrets after this is over.”  Cole replied.
 
   “As you say, but we will discuss this further.”  Fury cut the connection.
 
   The two ships hurtled through space towards the super ship.  It began to extend its four cutting arms towards the planet.  A bright light blossomed on the rear of the ship and Cole could see the surface of the sun starting to surge and roll.
 
    
 
   “Just get your damn ass over to that ship and take it out Fury.”  Cole muttered under his breath.  It was going to be close, too damn close.  The Sun Eater could deploy its weapon arms surprisingly fast considering how long they were.  They started to receive fire from its onboard defense systems.  Fortunately their shields had had a chance to recharge a little during the flight and they were absorbing those hits effectively.
 
   The Retribution suddenly lurched to one side and started losing forward momentum.  “Hal, what the hell happened?”  Cole shouted and got no response from his friend.  The ship began shuddering and slowing even faster.  “Fury, this is Cole, we are having some problems, continue on to the target and destroy that ship.”  Cole didn’t know if Fury had heard him or not since he got no reply.  Fury would continue though, Cole knew, because his planet was in danger.
 
   Cole started to scan through his readouts.  He couldn’t figure out what was wrong.  Then he started to take hits from incoming fire from the Sun Eater.  Shit, he was losing shields fast.  He had to make a choice and make it fast.  He chose to save his crew.  The hits started impacting on his hull.  The shields were completely down now and he was being hurt.
 
   He ejected the core system that held Hal’s data, he hoped he had just saved his friend.  At the same time he activated the abandon ship alarm.  He still hadn’t figured out what had happened but somehow something had brought his shields down for a split second, long enough for a hit to get through and damage his shield generators.  The rest was academic.  No shield no protection for long, against sustained fire.
 
   He watched from the ship’s cameras as the crew left their stations and headed for the life pods.  Cole was busy programming them to return to Nixa using the safest route possible.  In moments the ship was empty except for him.  Wait, he double checked his read outs.  There was no sensor or video feed from the med bay.  Cole, as his last act as commander on board the Retribution, turned his ship and pointed it at the main body of the Sun Eater and turned his grav collectors on to full power.  If the ship got close enough it could conceivably take out the super ship when it detonated.
 
   Cole said a final goodbye to his ship and disconnected.  He raced down to the med bay and threw the door open.  The sight that greeted him was one of confusion.  Everyone in the room was on the ground in pools of multicolored blood.  They had been shot at close range.  Cole scanned the bodies on the ground looking for Sky or an explanation to what the hell was going on.  So focused was he on the room in front of him, he never felt the being ghost up behind him and jam the barrel of a gun into the back of his neck.
 
   “I have placed a remote explosive onto your lady, if I die or squeeze this trigger,” she held a small square device in front of his face, “she dies a messy death.”  Cole was shocked at the hands he saw holding the detonator.  He slowly turned around to see who had got the jump on him.  It was the goddamn astronaut he had pulled from the international space station.
 
   “What  ...” He began but was interrupted as she back handed him across the face.
 
   “Silence and do as I say.  Now move to the rear air lock and keep your hands where I can see them.”  She grabbed Cole by his arm and spun him down the hallway, jamming her gun into his back as he started forward.
 
   “Who are you?”  Cole whispered still in shock.
 
   “Pathetic humans, you are just like your ancestors.  If you don’t know about it, it must not exist.  We have been forcing consciousness switches to spy on your people for centuries and you never even knew.”  Suddenly the voice started to speak directly to his mind.  “I had such fun interrupting your precious sleep.”
 
   Cole staggered to a stop and she jammed the gun into his back again.  “Keep moving.”  She growled aloud this time.
 
   “What about the girl whose body you stole?”  Cole asked as they moved closer to the rear air lock.
 
    
 
   “She currently inhabits my body and we will switch back when we arrive home.  That’s right, your ship will be destroyed and everyone will believe you went down with it.”  She laughed.  “I will enjoy torturing you for years before death will claim you.”
 
   They arrived at the rear hatch and Cole saw Sky bound up and leaning against the wall.  She had a large amount of explosives attached to her torso.  Cole made as if to move to her aid but the Esii slammed her pistol into the side of his head staggering him for a moment.  “Open the door.”  
 
   Cole reached his hand forward and triggered the release.  The door slid open effortlessly.  Cole got a quick glimpse of Sky before he was shoved through and fell to his knees.  The Esii closed the door behind them.  Cole turned to look at her.  She held her hand out and closed her eyes, Cole didn’t dare go for the gun or the detonator.
 
   “It is done they are coming for us.”  She clipped a tether from her to him and activated their helmets.  She walked forward and opened the outer door.  Cole and the Esii were violently expelled from the Retribution.  Cole caught a glimpse of his ship as he spun wildly through space.  He thought it was odd that at this moment he was sad to see her in the beat up shape she was currently in.  He closed his eyes and cursed his failure.
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   Split had ignored the order to abandon ship, and he was glad he did.  He couldn’t stop the strange Earth women from doing what she did, but he could mitigate some of the damage.  He remained stealthed and followed the pair down the hallway to listen to what was said.  If nothing else this piece of Intel was worth living to share with the galaxy as a whole.  Who would have thought it was possible to swap bodies.
 
   He followed the pair to the air lock and watched them enter and vent themselves out the back.  Once he was sure they were gone, he shuffled up to Sky and began to remove her bindings and disarm the explosives.  The Esii had done a sloppy job and she was freed in a moment.
 
   “We have to do something.  She took Cole.”  Sky wailed as she bolted to the door and peered out the view port.  “Please do something!  I can’t lose him to them.”  She was crying uncontrollably.
 
   “We will, don’t you worry pretty thing but we need you to move back and get in another room.  When we open this door the rest of the ship will start venting and you need to get up to the bridge.”  Split said turning her to face back down the hallway.  “Go child, run.”  He smacked her on her butt to get her moving away from him.  He watched her run until she got to the stairs up to the bridge and sealed the bulkhead behind her.
 
   Split turned his helmet on and faced the door.  “Are you ready for this?”
 
   The voice of his bond mate whispered in his mind.  “Yes we will aid you through this, we will remain hidden and strike to save the human when the time is right.”
 
   “We can live with that.”  He opened the door and was sucked out into space.  He had been prepared though and used his small thrusters to angle himself towards the rapidly diminishing forms of Cole and the Esii.  Split’s only goal was to stay close to Cole so he could help him survive until a rescue came.  He had sent a final message to Thalo, letting him know what had happened in the final moments of the Retribution, if Sky couldn’t save the ship.  He hoped it had been enough.
 
   Split saw the ship coming for the two in front of him and he managed to get close enough to get caught up in the tractor beam that pulled them all on board.  The small transport, with its cargo now secured, turned and headed out system.  It reached its jump point and disappeared into warp space.  Its next stop would be the planet Esii.
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   Sky threw herself into Cole’s command chair and started to undo what that Esii bitch had done to Hal.  Sky had been busy in the med bay patching up disorientated pilots when out of nowhere the human female had come alive and attacked the occupants of the med bay.  She had gotten hold of a gun rather fast and it was over.  She killed everyone in the room and knocked out Sky.  Sky had awoken all trussed up and with a large explosive attached to her.  Her heart broke when she saw Cole being led at gun point to the rear air lock.  She tried to put all of her love and longing into one final look before he disappeared through the door.  She hoped he understood that last look and took it with him where ever he was going
 
   Now it was time to save this ship.  She knew the human had done something to Hal because he was nowhere to be seen in any program.  Then she saw that Cole had ejected the computer core.  Hal was safely on his way to Nixa and she should be too.  Sky abandoned the bridge and headed to the last life pod.  She ejected and as she spun away from the doomed ship she saw the Reckoning bearing down on the Sun Eater.  It was too late, the super ship was powering up and starting to draw its energy from the systems secondary star.
 
   Her world would be destroyed and she would see it just as Cole had seen his.  The Retribution suddenly shot forward and Sky saw that the last command Cole had given the repair drones was to get the engines back up and running at top speed.  It appeared they had done just that.
 
   The Retribution followed the Reckoning on its attack run and got as close to the Sun Eater as possible.  The Reckoning peeled away and made its best speed for open space.  The Retribution sped along the hull of the Sun Eater for what seemed like hours.  The Retribution came to a sudden halt and turned to directly face the Sun Eater, it fired its engines one more time and buried itself as deep into the ship as it could.  The gravity collectors onboard the Retribution reached maximum capacity and the fail-safe’s stripped away, according to Cole’s last orders.
 
   The two ships disappeared into a bright flash of light and turned into an expanding cloud of debris in a fraction of a second.  They released such an enormous amount of energy that it actually interrupted the orbit of Nixa’s second sun.  It moved the whole gaseous ball a few hundred feet away from its usual position.
 
   Sky turned on her comm system and listened to the reports flying around local space.  The Reckoning had survived, as well as the other five ships the Pures had built for them.  They had sustained heavy damage but were finishing mopping up the remaining Esii.  Her people’s fleet had lost nearly sixty percent of its combat strength and it would be some time till they got it back.  The Esii that could run were and those that couldn’t were fighting to the death or self destructing.  The day had been carried but at what cost?  The man she loved was gone and her people’s defenses were in ruins.
 
   Thalo's voice sounded over her small ships comm speaker.  “Split is with him, he won’t let Cole die.  I swear we will get him back.”
 
   The only response that came back was the quiet sobs of a devastated Sky.
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