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CHAPTER 1


“Docking tube connection in ten minutes, Sir.”


“Thank you, Jessica.” Jameson Sweetwater broke out of his
exhaustion induced reverie with a low cough at his Second’s words, knowing that
he would get a good broadside view right before the civilian transport cruiser
connected to the other ship and his destination. The QS Excalibur glided
into sight a moment later, a marvel of modern starship design. The frigate was
roughly triangular in shape, powerful yet sleek, its royal blue and silvery–steel
colored hull almost fading into the chill beauty of the darkness of space.


When he was a boy, Jameson had wanted nothing more than to Captain
a vessel like the Excalibur. As a young man, he had entered the Academy
and after graduation, joined the Navy. He had served four tours aboard Ministry
vessels, making Captain of the MS Zhou and eventually, Colonel. For
forty years, Sweetwater had helped to keep the Aligned Ministry Systems safe
within and without its borders. His life had been filled with celebrating,
mourning, and bleeding with his fellow officers and soldiers during war; executing
development projects, transporting critical assets, training, and patrolling
during peace.


Yet despite having what most would label as a successful
career, after four decades of spent life’s blood and a lost marriage protecting
and promoting Human interests, Sweetwater had recognized that the most
effective tactic to make real change was to offer himself to his people in a
different realm. Experience and soul–searching brought about the reluctant
realization that the optimum means to serve was to wade through the muck–filled
mire of intergalactic politics.


Utilizing a keen mind and an exceptional record as a lauded
war hero, at eighty–one, just shy of middle age by modern Human standards, Jameson
had risen to the position of one of the two Human Quorum Delegates. As such, he
was responsible for guiding all Quorum galactic policies and politics across
dozens of systems and close to half a hundred worlds. Trillions of lives of all
the known species were affected by his work with his fellow Delegates.


It was a reality that had hit home with smashing shock the
last several years, accounting for the near–perpetual state of exhaustion that
he strove to keep hidden. It was rare for the energetic façade he laboriously
projected on a daily basis to slip, a reality that materialized only for those
few, stolen moments of quiet.


Moments like this.


As the QS Excalibur slipped from view and his own
ship, the SS Tigen, lined up for docking, Jameson breathed in deeply. Staring
out into the stretches of star–dotted space, he found himself longing for a
time that in some ways was much less complicated. When his battlefield was
a battlefield, when most days how well he did his job affected only a few hundred
to a few thousand people. With a heavy sigh, Jameson rubbed his brow as all the
worries he carried threatened to overwhelm, darting and flitting about in his
mind like trout snatching afflies in the Tahona River near the city of his
birth.


The Margrom War had ended only two and a half years ago, and
relations between the Human Ministry worlds and the Karukai Eternal Imperium were
strained, to say the least, with border skirmishes being the norm. And of
course, the difficulty of galvanizing the other Quorum Systems to prepare for the
waking menace of the Karukai, lurking in the shadows and quietly waiting to
strike as apathetic Systems strove to convince themselves that the Karukai only
attack remote worlds “out over there somewhere.” That their children would be
safe. Too many failed to recall the Karukai expansionist drive that comprised
the very foundation of their society. Too many have forgotten the butcheries and
swath of destruction enacted during Dark Reach Wars.


Added to the Karukai threat was the standard politicking
motivated by self–interest, not to mention other internal dangers like the
radical group Genesis, screaming their anti–Arcatech bullshit for all to hear.
That is, when they weren’t busy murdering scientists and bombing R&D
centers in the name of salvation from technology.


“Five minutes until docking tube connection is complete, Delegate.”


Second Delegate Jessica Marn’s voice stopped the rattling
spin of Jameson’s worries. He forced himself to relax, let the pretense of
unshakable confidence that had become so quotidian, that most times even he
forgot that it was camouflage, slip securely into place like a docking clamp. The
people depending on him not only expected but deserved to see him project
vitality and poise. And, he reminded himself with a small, genuine smile, all
was not bleak. Both Humanity and the other Quorum races had survived and even
thrived for over a millennium, overcoming more crises than a Zirgesh banker
could count. Through the application of perseverance, dedication, and the
talents of key individuals and assets, despite its many missteps, galactic
civilization had prospered.


Quorum Delegate Jameson Sweetwater straightened his formal white
suit, unconsciously falling back on military presentation learned a life–time
ago, and stepped out of his cabin to make his way several levels up to the
docking tube and the Excalibur.


It was time to once again apply one of the Quorum’s most
critical Assets.


 * * * * * 


“Present!” One dozen marines quarter–turned, slammed
their boots together, and saluted at the precisely inflected command. Jameson
felt a genuine rush of pleasure at the military honor as he spied the two
officers that stood at attention in full dress blue and black before Excalibur’s
port docking tube exit.


The shorter of the two by some two inches and the one who
had vocalized the salute command, was a large man with skin the color of wet
river–sand and eyes a rich, golden brown. His hair was a well–trimmed, short
bush of spiky black. Despite the flawless uniform he was attired in, there was
something about how he held himself that created the instant impression that if
you were bright, you never wanted to tangle with this man in a bar. Perhaps it
was his features, which included a scarred chin and a crooked nose that had
obviously been broken in various fisticuffs on more than one occasion. Or maybe
it was his rather impressive shoulder–span and heavily muscled torso and arms.


In short, Commander Marcus Perez represented trouble for the
foolish on two legs.


Yet despite Commander Perez’s undeniable physical presence,
in a way, he seemed to be somehow less than the officer that stood to
his left, and it wasn’t because of the slim height difference. The other officer’s
dress uniform was also immaculate, sporting the three large, upside down
triangular pips and two short platinum chains of a Human Ministry Captain. Like
Commander Perez, she chose to not wear her naval beret, exposing short dark
hair comprised of wavy locks that spilled across a lightly tanned, smooth
forehead. High cheekbones helped to frame arresting, wide–set eyes the color of
a dark, stormy–blue sky. Those eyes crackled with palpable, almost kinetic
energy as they steadily regarded Jameson moving towards her. At Jameson’s
approach, the woman’s well–formed lips turned up in the slightest quirk,
betraying her happiness at seeing him once more.


When Jameson stopped two paces in front of the Captain of QS
Excalibur, an elegant yet strong right hand snapped with quick, almost
casual grace to her forehead in a formal salute. “Delegate Sweetwater, welcome
aboard, Sir!” The Captain’s voice was surprisingly melodic, a steel and velvet high
alto, inflection and enunciation perfectly precise, yet fluid.


“Captain Serros, thank you for your welcome.” Jameson replied
officially, then held out his hand with a smile. Rigid formality dispensed
with, Serros took his palm in a firm grasp, her strength hinted at by sleek
muscles tempered by innate consideration.


“It’s a real pleasure to see you again, Captain Serros.  It’s
also good to see you, Commander Perez.” Sweetwater issued the last with a nod
to the Excalibur’s Executive Officer.


“The same in return, Delegate.” Commander Perez rumbled in
his warm baritone.


“And thank you for responding with such alacrity.”


“If able, I always shall.” Captain Avara Serros responded
with simple sincerity, then added, “Can’t wait to find out what made you leave
Sigil and the pleasures of galactic politics to meet me in person, rather than
using the Comm.”


“Well, you Shields Operatives are hard to track down
at times, even for old friends.” Sweetwater teased.


Captain Serros raised one slender eyebrow at that, eyes
focusing like twin laser beams for a moment before choosing to affably go along
with his friendly evasion. “Well, SpecOps tends to be just a bit demanding at
times.” She drawled.


“Only too true, Captain.”


“I’ve arranged for a comfortable dinner tonight at oh–seven–thirty
in the Strategy Room; just myself and Commander Perez.” She stated, clearly
having understood his quiet cue for privacy.


“Excellent, Captain Serros. I look forward to it.”
Sweetwater responded.


“For now, Commander Perez will show you to your quarters
while you are aboard.”


“Very good.”


“This way, Delegate.” Commander Perez motioned, and with a
final nod to the Captain, Sweetwater followed the Commander towards the ship’s
lifts.


 * * * * * 


“A truly enjoyable meal, Captain, thank you.” Delegate Sweetwater
remarked, meaning every word. Their meal was all but demolished; Old–Terran
style beef brisquette, potato mash, steamed greens, and coconut–rum pie, fare
that was somewhat hard to come by during extended tours on a starship.


“Well, Gaius can’t seem to pass up an opportunity to set a fine
table, in contrast to my simpler tastes.” Captain Serros replied with a light
laugh and a look towards her Steward, Major Bennet Gaius.


As he picked up the last of the flatware, Major Gaius looked
archly at his Captain and commented, “Simple tastes? Says the Officer who just
polished off three servings. Besides, food can’t always be just for the body’s
requirements. After all, who wants to live on food cubes?”


“A scored point.” Captain Serros answered with a sigh and a
good–natured half–smile.


“A double–point, I’d say.” Commander Perez quipped. “Any
time you want to work for me instead of the Captain, you let me know, Ben.”


“Alas, I cannot abandon my duty.” Major Gaius responded with
mock regret. “If that will be all?”


“Yes, thank you, Ben.” Captain Serros replied with a final
appreciative nod.


The Quorum Delegate, Captain, and Executive Officer all sat
to attention when the Captain’s Steward exited the Strategy Room and the door swooshed
behind him, as if that small sound was in some way a call to action.


After a few moments of silence, Sweetwater cleared his
throat and announced “Unfortunately, business can no longer be delayed. It’s
time to speak about the official reason for my visit.”


Captain Serros merely nodded, unsurprised, yet she did not
prod the Delegate to begin. She waited with an outward calm that was decidedly at
odds with the intensity of her eyes.


“I’m here to brief you on a mission of great import to the
Galactic Quorum of Aligned Systems as a whole, as well as more specifically, the
Vosaia Consulate and the Human Ministry.” Sweetwater paused, running a caramel
colored hand through thick, neck–length dark hair.


To give the Delegate the time he seemed to need, Captain Serros
commented, “That’s quite the list, Delegate.”


Sweetwater offered an involuntary grin at her words and dry
tone. “Quite. You can see why this is top priority and why Nova Squad is being
tapped. According to Vosaia Intelligence, one of their STF agents has turned
ethically… creative, shall we say, and brokered an exchange of cutting
edge Arcatech with a currently unknown third party. You’re primary objective is
to intercept the exchange at all costs. Secondary, to take the rogue STF Agent into
custody. We want to know when she turned, who turned her, and who her contacts
are.”


Captain Serros absently rubbed at a faint, still healing cut
under her left eye, pondering the Delegate’s words. “By ‘unknown third party,’
do we mean the Karukai Imperium, Genesis Group, or the Fosaki Matrix?” The
Captain asked after a moment, keen mind immediately listing the Quorum’s
greatest concerns without even being given the remaining data.


“Well, as to that, the Quorum is divided.” Jameson replied,
inviting Serros to attack the problem with a direct look reminiscent of the
days he’d taught her at Paxen Academy.


“It would be an odd play for the Fosaki; they persistently
stay in their own systems.” Captain Serros pondered aloud, “Though in some
ways, given their society’s mandatory synthetic enhancement application stricture,
and obsession with genetic and cybernetic perfection, they’d be interested.”


“Meaning it’s entirely plausible for the Fosaki to take
extreme measures to obtain new Arca advancements.” Commander Perez commented, eyes
narrowed in thought.


“At the same time, covert sabotage and theft doesn’t fit
their modus operandi at all. Of course,” Captain Serros added ruefully,
“this is assuming we really even understand the Fosaki at all, which frankly,
we do not. They remain an enigma that hasn’t reared its head since the genocide
of the Ty–Lin four centuries ago.”


“Precisely.” Delegate Sweetwater confirmed, voice grave.


“Mm. The Genesis Group is far more concerned with the
destruction of Arcatech than its use and exploitation, so of all our
possibilities, I’d say they represent the least likely suspects.” The dark–haired
Captain asserted, confidence rippling in her smooth alto.


“Wish they’d hurry up and blow themselves up.” Commander
Perez muttered, scorn evident.


“No arguments there, Marcus.” Serros agreed, a familiar, crooked
half–smile briefly playing about her mouth before utterly dissolving with her next
words. “Which leaves us with the Karukai.”


“Precisely; which leaves us with the Karukai.” Jameson Sweetwater
affirmed.


“Considering the implications, I can see why a Quorum Shield
is necessary.” Captain Serros remarked.


“Humph. Exactly. And… not only one Shield, but two.”


Sweetwater could tell that his statement caught Serros by
surprise. “Two?


“Two? But Quorum Shield Operatives never really work
together and last time I counted, there’s only one Shield aboard the
Excalibur, and we don’t need another.” Commander Marcus Perez
exclaimed, unable to help himself.


“Thanks, buddy.” Captain Serros commented.


“You know what I mean, Avara… Captain.” Perez rejoined,
strong jaw taking a pugnacious pose. “Just, seriously, we’re Nova Squad.
The whole point is to have a close–knit team of super–specialists that
complement each other’s strengths and to avoid direct oversight. That’s
why we get the job done when no one else can.”


“We still follow Quorum orders, Marcus.” Avara remarked
blandly, well familiar with her second in command’s passionate temperament.


“As it is, I happen to agree, Commander Perez.” Sweetwater
broke in. “However, it is because of the political implications that there are
to be two.” Sweetwater’s gaze locked with Captain Serros, willing her to understand.


“I see the logic.” The Captain responded to his prompting, voice
measured by untouchable resolve to complete the required task. That same
tenacity had seen her through mission after mission. Not to mention, played no
small part in the fact that to date, she’d been granted over a dozen of the
most prestigious military awards and commendations in the Quorum Aligned Systems.


“My guess is that the ‘Powers That Be’ are concerned
that the Karukai are not the only players, that they are extending alliances to
other groups.” Captain Serros stated. “Plus, there are other considerations. Firstly,
Humans want representation due to our recent experience of the Margrom War. This
is especially true because no tactical analyst that can write out her own title
in five minutes or less, believes that hostilities have ended between the Karukai
Imperium and the Quorum Aligned Systems.”


“Inevitable is the appropriate word to use.” Commander Perez
commented, tone grim.


“Exactly.” The Captain confirmed. “The Quorum would want a Shield
Operative to directly address the situation for this reason alone. Secondly,
given our experience during the Margrom War, Nova Squad would be a natural
choice.”


“Don’t forget to add your specific actions during the War, Captain
Serros, and your total track record as a whole.” Delegate Sweetwater
interjected.


“Yes, well, like any intelligent buyer, the Quorum prefers a
known quantity.” The Captain remarked, shrugging off the Delegate’s words, uncomfortable
with but much too savvy to fully dispute Sweetwater’s assessment. He almost
laughed out loud, knowing her dislike of public fuss only too well.


“Thirdly,” Serros continued, “given that the rogue agent is
Vosaia, my guess is that they want one of their own involved who’s a Shield Operative.
Especially given the… sensitivity between the Vosaia and Karukai
peoples. Delegate?”


“Locked, Captain Serros.” Sweetwater confirmed, offering an
appreciative chuckle. “You are the designated lead on the mission, a specific
point that the Quorum wanted for all of the reasons we’ve already discussed. Politically,
it’s simply more comfortable not to have a Vosaia be the lead
investigating a Vosaia traitor.”


“Make’s sense, I suppose.” Commander Perez remarked.


“Your second in this mission is Quorum Shield Operative Major
Goyan Hadarr.”  Delegate Sweetwater informed, shifting a bit as he spoke. “She
unearthed the intelligence on the Vosaia traitor, and will not only provide
mission support but, as an active Vosaia STF before becoming a Shield Operative,
Major Hadarr will afford necessary data regarding the target.”


“I’ve heard the name.” Captain Serros acknowledged. “Not
sure I’ve liked everything I’ve heard.” Her eyes flared like sunlight blooming during
the dead of night as she looked to the Delegate for answers. For his read.


And trusting him to be honest. 


Sweetwater controlled an internal sigh. He knew Captain
Avara Serros very well, knew her to be the most exceptionally gifted commander
and soldier he’d ever met. Hell, he’d helped to scout and train her when
she’d been just a Cadet. Decades later, Sweetwater had been the first to back
Avara’s proposal to the Quorum to create her own team after the disastrous
outcome of the Cindrex Affair.


Sweetwater also understood what kind of person she was and
why this question was critical to other, less obvious mission objectives. Quorum
Delegate Jameson Sweetwater knew he had to address her concerns, here
and now.


“You are aware, better than most, how tenuous the state of
the Quorum Aligned Systems currently is.” Sweetwater began. “As you yourself
just pointed out, the rising threat of Karukai expansion is both real and immanent.
Simultaneously, there is another consideration adding significant weight to the
matter at hand. Specifically, a certain political trend that, given our
situation with the Karukai, make’s creating positive relations and alliances
with all Quorum worlds and the Vosaia in particular to be absolutely
crucial.”


“The proponents of Unification within the Vosaia Consulate.”
Captain Serros proclaimed softly.


“Exactly.” Sweetwater confirmed with a nod. “The Vosaia are
the natural enemies of the Karukai and one of the most valuable allies if and when
hostilities break out. We need the Vosaia to be fully on board with the
Quorum, not fractured with internal dispute by a small faction pushing for reunification
with the Karukai.” Jameson could hear his own voice rise, propelled by
knowledge and sheer instinct that given the state of affairs as they stood, the
Vosaia political situation carried the potential to represent grave danger.
That potential had to be snuffed out before it could take root and reach
fruition.


Taking a breath, Delegate Sweetwater let the former Ministry
Naval Officer in him take over as he forthrightly declared, “You and I both damn–well
know that in the sum total of horrors that wait to pounce on Humanity as
well as all of the other Quorum races, the single most dangerous threat
is the Karukai Imperium, plain and simple.”


“So you need me to make nice and help solidify Human–Vosaia
relations.” Captain Serros replied.


He nodded, meeting her eyes unflinchingly.


“Jamie, I’m no politician and you know how I feel
about political machinations.” Captain Avara Serros declared, frustration
raking her normative state of calm for the first time as she ran both hands
through her dark hair, pushing an errant cowlick back like the unwanted reality
of her position.


As if reading her mind, Sweetwater commented quietly, “I
know. Just as you know, this is part of the job. Part of guaranteeing lives. We
not only need the Quorum’s best, but we need Humanity’s best, to stand as an
exemplum of the past and of who we are and what all of the Quorum Systems can
be. We need you, Avara.”


Watching his old friend carefully, the rich skinned Delegate
let that thought settle in the space between them. “Either way, rumors are just
rumors. Major Goyan Hadarr is highly competent and necessary for the Ministry
and the Quorum to achieve all of its mission objectives, not just the overt
tics.”


“Okay, okay, I get it.” Captain Serros responded, raising
her hands in mock surrender. “No need for top grade polemic; I already voted
for you!”


“Ha–ha! Good thing, too. Wouldn’t want my feelings
bruised.”


With a sigh, Serros’s half–grin faded. “You know I will
complete the mission, Jamie. But you also know, never again will
I freely allow another Cindrex. Some compromises should not be made.”


Sweetwater made himself directly meet his friend and one
time protégée’s gaze. “That’s a given, Captain Serros, at least for me.”


She nodded once, in acceptance. “Then where and when do we
meet my fellow Quorum Strategic High Risk, Intelligence, and Enforcement Operative,
and begin the mission?”


“Cillian Station.”


“Then we better set course for Cillian Station, Commander
Perez.” Captain Serros remarked mildly, glancing over at her Executive Officer.


“Aye, aye, Captain.”


















CHAPTER 2


Cillian Station was a Vosaia construction, one of their
first fully operational stand–alone space stations. Fashioned almost a
millennia ago, it was originally built for the twin purposes of mining therum
gas and as a defense outpost. Though still directly under control of the Vosaia
Consulate, over the centuries the station had also become both a way–stop for
spacefarers and a hub for intergalactic exchange. As such, the station continued
to expand until it could house its current population of over four hundred
thousand souls of many different races. In build, Cillian Station resembled a weirdly
sleek–lined, massive snowflake with elongated points against a clear night sky.
Dozens of vessels were visible maneuvering to and away from Cillian, as well as
patrol shuttles and maintenance teams wearing skinsuits as they worked in the
vacuum of space.


“Captain, Cillian Station Communications is asking for
docking identification.”


“Thank you Lieutenant Rygel. Please identify.”


“This is the Quorum vessel, QS Excalibur.” The fair–haired
Communications Officer stated clearly, his fingers dancing over the projected holo–display
of his terminal.


“QS Excalibur, please state your reason for station
visit and transfer authorization codes.”


“Open the channel for me, Rygel.” Serros ordered.


“Yes, Sir. Channel open… now.”


“This is Captain Avara Serros, Quorum Shield, here on Quorum
business; authorization code SAV–thirty–three–seventy–seven–fifty–eight. Please
notify Quorum Shield Operative Major Goyan Hadarr.”


Less than a minute passed before station communications
responded with “Identity and purpose confirmed and cleared. Shield Operative
Hadarr will meet your party to board at Docking Bay 17C, Captain Serros.”


“Thank you, Station. Lieutenant Chopa, please initiate docking
cycle and bring her in.”


“Docking cycle initiated, Captain.” The Excalibur’s Navigation
Officer responded.


Turning her head to the Ops station positioned to the left
of Navigation on the Bridge portion of the Command Deck, Serros announced, “Lieutenant
Commander Adeline, please assemble Nova Squad for debrief in the Strategy Room.
Additionally, I want all Senior Staff present.”


 “Yes, Sir.” The Excalibur’s Senior Operations and
Intelligence Officer nodded in response as she coolly carried out the expected
order.


“Commander Perez, you’re with me. All right people, let’s go
meet our new addition.” 


 * * * * * 


“If it is indeed them, the Fosaki interest would be obvious,”
Lieutenant Commander Diana Adeline started, lustrous brown eyes intense as she
considered the scenario like a university’s top student attacking a
particularly prickly equation.


“Yes. Synthheads are practically not even biological
anymore.” Major Ca’rrakk rumbled, the casual epitaph strangely at odds with his
normally urbane mode of speech as coal–colored fur rippled in disdain.


“Yes, obviously. However,” Lieutenant Commander Adeline
began again, irritation clear as she tossed her head towards her Gorath squadmate,
kinky dark–brown hair flaring with the movement and serving to emphasize her
annoyance, “We know that the Matrix already possesses and employs all Arca
Microtech augmentations. Meaning, they have little need to covertly gain
access to Vosaia research that they already possess the equivalent to. Which
leaves us with well–founded skepticism.”


“Major Hadarr? Perhaps you can offer some motive clarification
and insight into the purloined data?” Captain Serros asked, watching her fellow
Shield Operative closely.


Goyan Hadarr smiled faintly, her expression cool and
slightly disapproving of the apparent free–for–all brainstorming session taking
place in the Strategy Room. She was dressed entirely in well–fitted, dark brown
synth the color of Old–Terran saddle–leather. Like all Vosaia, Hadarr was
striking, with ice–white skin and pale blue markings, in her case, on her brow
and chin as well as trailing up the front and back of her neck. Her straight
hair was a natural blue–silver in hue, an asymmetrical, feminine cut framing elegant
features.


One long leg crossed over the other as she sat back into the
chair, considering the question. “As all of you are undoubtedly aware, there
are currently nine separate Enhancements and levels of Arca Technology that an
individual can potentially permanently fuse with her biological make–up.” 


Pausing as if not entirely pleased to be sharing the next morsel
of datum, the Vosaia Shield took a measured breath before adding, “What is
definitively not common knowledge, is that through a government
sponsored contract, the Vosaia company ApexArcatech has been developing a tenth
Enhancement for the past eleven years. It is an Enhancement that is currently
in the final stages of testing.”


Lieutenant Dane Rygel’s whistle split the silence that
suddenly smothered the room. Hadarr’s faint smile appeared again.


“Arca Level X?” Major Belgrum Naxos asked, onyx pupil–slits
dilating within green–blue irises. 


   “There hasn’t been a new Arcatech breakthrough in over three
centuries.” Dr. Argos remarked. “The implications… are significant.”


“If obtained and the Fosaki ever decide to venture out of
their hole, it would make fighting them that much more dangerous since
synthetic enhancements are compulsory.” Lieutenant Commander Adeline
pronounced, tone thoughtful. “Even more importantly and I’d say, much more
likely, if the Karukai were able to gain the tech, it would potentially have a disastrous
effect upon Quorum worlds.”


Musing to herself, Captain Serros noted that, as was
typical, the team’s Ops and Intel Officer had put her finger directly on the pulse
of the issue.


“And, it seems that Vosaia Intelligence channels have just
ascertained that the Matrix does indeed already possesses the equivalent Enhancement.”
Major Hadarr proclaimed, her tone heavy with implication.


“So it’s back to the Karukai.” The typically reserved Senior
Engineering Officer, Lieutenant Commander Gareth Philips offered into the
expectant hush that had followed Hadarr’s announcement.  


“What is this new Enhancement?” Lieutenant Naxos queried,
his pebbly, mottled red–orange skin weirdly reflecting the blue–light of the three–dimensional
holo–display of the Strategy Table’s HUD.


“I do not believe the Consulate would be pleased if such
information became public.” Major Hadarr answered.


“It could be pertinent and the information will not leave
this room.” Captain Serros stated quietly.


The space was pregnant with the Major’s pause. “Very well. It
is quite different from other Enhancements, actually. Simply put, the new Enhancement
agitates molecules, causing the detonation of objects by focusing on the weak
points of items that are electronic in nature. Its applications are expansive:
weapons, armor, shields, seals, etc.”


“Arca Level X. Seems almost redundant in some ways,
considering that, what… less than two percent of all sentients can actually reach
Arca Level X?” Doctor Jenna Argos asked, looking at the newcomer for the stat
projection.


“Point–zero–five percent.”


“Damn!” Lieutenant Rygel muttered.


“Not surprising, since only two–percent of all people are
physically capable of supporting the previous maximum of nine Enhancements.”
Dr. Argos remarked thoughtfully, the lyrical accent typical of the Northern portion
of her homeworld of Rylos ringing clear as she spoke. “Astonishing. Truly
astonishing.”


“Yes.” Hadarr agreed, pale turquoise eyes shifting to Captain
Serros as she commented, “Even an Arca VII stat’s in at only six–percent.”


The Captain’s eyes narrowed slightly at her fellow Shield’s
deliberate observation as she calmly inserted, “Rarity and potency are a
dangerous combination.” Then, shifting her gaze to encapsulate the entirety of
her Senior Officers, Captain Serros stated “We all understand the stakes
people. I want us to have a tight operation plan. We’ve read the mission
dossier, Major Hadarr; can you please tell us everything you know about our
rogue STF Agent?”


“Of course, Captain Serros.” The Vosaia answered, her hands
moving with easy familiarity across the Strategy Table’s HUD controls and the
projected holo–pad keyboard of her own CPA at her forearm. A moment later, a
three–dimension holo–projection of the woman who was their objective appeared
in full detail along with relevant statistics, all of which synced with each crewman’s
own personal CPA.


Though Captain Serros had already conducted her own study of
their target, Hadarr’s information was much more complete. Not surprisingly in
a population in which the female to male ratio was five–hundred thousand to one,
their target was a woman and like all Vosaia, the would–be Arcatech research thief
had skin the color of fresh fallen snow that also featured natural blue markings.
In this case, the birthmarks were comprised of faint, whirling patterns above
her ears on her temple as well as at the start of her high cheekbones,
continuing their path to trail down the back and lateral sides of her neck. The
target possessed long, wavy, rich royal blue hair that was in this image, pulled
back into an elegant knot. Her eyes were an unusual, arresting, brilliant
violet in hue.


Serros also knew the target was reasonably young,
considering her race’s fifteen–hundred plus year life–span. Mentally shaking
her head, Captain Avara Serros thought she looked far too young
to be a traitor, but pushed the stray idea away like an irritating insect. The
Vosaia was a full adult who had made deliberate choices and was at an age when
most Humans without a Longevity Arcatech Enhancement would be facing their
final years of life.


“Our target is STF Agent Lieutenant K’llan Z’arr.” Major Goyan
Hadarr began, her tone deliberate, without a hint of emotion. “Her connections
are impressive, for her mother is Ry’anlyar Z’arr, one of the Vosaia’s foremost
medical researchers and doctors, and also a member of the Consulate. At age forty,
quite young for her years, K’llan Z’arr received a dual–doctorate from Thalia
University in Arca Microtech Engineering and Weapon’s Design.”


Leaning forward over the HUD, the Major issued a vague
gesture of emphasis as she continued with, “Upon graduation, Z’arr was employed
by the Vosaia Consulate to develop advanced weaponry for military application.
After, she accepted a Research and Development position with ApexArcatech,
staying with the company for sixty–three years until she applied for advanced military
training. Her scores and skills were exceedingly high and as such, she was
accepted into training by Vosaia Strategic Task Forces. After twenty–five years
and top marks, then Sargent K’llan Z’arr was given full STF Agent status and Clearance
of Level 6. Over the next several years, Z’arr very competently completed over two
dozen missions and as such, made Lieutenant.”


With her brow furrowing ever so slightly, Major Hadarr
concluded with “Then I received word that Lieutenant Z’arr is double–dealing
with an unknown party. Specifically, she fell off the grid and her Operations Manager,
Nanzai C’lann, was found dead at her dinner table one week ago. As I said
before, our current intelligence points to the unknown being a Karukai Agent.” 


“Why you?” Commander Perez asked.


“Excuse me?” Hadarr inquired, her tone cool.


“Why did you get word about our little runaway?” Perez
clarified.


“Ah, I see. I was one of Z’arr’s STF Trainers.”


“Doesn’t that mean our objective will recognize you then?
Will this compromise the mission?” Lieutenant Dane Rygel asked, gray–blue eyes
bright in his young–looking face.


“No. My appearance has changed a great deal from when I
trained K’llan Z’arr, and we never spent a lot of time together.” Major Hadarr
answered, her tone suggesting an almost grudging note of respect regarding the
pertinence of the Communications Officer’s query.


“Great. Any personal input you can add?” Commander Perez
asked, his r’s rolling lazily in his native West Kylos style of speech. Serros
could tell Marcus was enjoyed prodding their new guest, who obviously wasn’t
comfortable getting cozy with the eclectic and outspoken Nova Squad.


“Brilliant, gifted, exceptional.” Major Hadarr answered
slowly, her expression thoughtful and eyes misty with remembrance. “She is a
skilled combatant, an accomplished Weapons and Arcatech specialist and also, an
Arca IV herself. She’s rough around the edges in certain facets… idealistic and
somewhat naïve. She does not quite understand how the galaxy operates.”


“You mean she’s not cynical.” Serros remarked. “Hardly part
of the standard modality of a traitor.”


Moving her left hand through her blue–silver hair, the a–symmetrical
cut running with the motion, the Vosaia studied the Human Captain for a few
moments before answering. “Well, even the best agents can have blind spots,
can’t they, Captain? Regardless, I would doubt if her motives are wealth or
personal glory. Either way, at this stage her reasons are immaterial; her
actions are both illegal and dangerous, and so she must be stopped.”


“Motives are rarely immaterial.” Captain Avara Serros
disagreed calmly, ignoring the quiet yet implicit critique Hadarr had just
issued. “Did Z’arr express any form of dissatisfaction with the STF, the Vosaia
Consulate, Quorum?”


“No. Idealistic.”


“Was her idealism an act?” Lieutenant Rygel asked, tapping
his right hand on his crossed knee in a snick–that–phump staccato.


“Not unless she’s been acting, pretending to be what she is
not, for the past sixty–plus years, and I do not think so.”


“What do we know about the exchange?” Major Naxos inquired,
tongue flicking into the air between short, sharp teeth.


“It is to take place on the Quorum world of Voss in thirteen
days at the club Revenant. K’llan Z’arr is to meet a third party to coordinate
the actual exchange place and locale. The contact is an Irdoi
information broker and fence by the name of Odass."


“Suggestions?” Captain Serros queried.


“I believe the best tactic is to stop the exchange before
the buyers actually get within eyesight of the Arcatech.”


“Ha! I’m down with a little club recon.” Commander Perez commented
with a grin.


“I’m sure, Marcus, but then who would watch my back if
you’re busy watching every woman in the club?” Captain Serros remarked, teasing
her friend.


“Hey? When have I not have your back?”


“Well, there was that time on Sigil in the Green
Sector when you were occupied… acquainting yourself with two of the staff while
I was busy fighting four Braxiens in a temper over my drinking habits.”


“As I recall, before the fight started, you’d been occupied
as well.” Marcus Perez shot back.


“As amusing as memory lane is, can we get back to planning
our Operation?” Lieutenant Commander Adeline interjected, her Old–Terran
English accent snapping her consonants even more precisely than usual.


“You’re just jealous, Pirotécnica.” Commander Perez commented,
brown eyes twinkling and tone daring her to refute him.


“What? That’s utterly… that’s ridiculous.” Adeline half–stuttered,
earth–toned skin turning a faintly pink color.


“Okay, children, lets refocus.” Captain Serros stated. It
was a struggle to smother the laughter she all but choked on at the verbal
interplay, but somehow, she managed. If barely.


“Captain, you and I should handle the meet on our own; the
rest of the Squad would only tip Lieutenant Z’arr off.” Hadarr proclaimed, her
tone clearly critical of the informality of the strategy session.


“That’s not the way we do things in Nova, Major.” Commander
Perez declared.


“It is the way Quorum Shields Operatives ‘do it,’
Commander.” The Vosaia rejoined.


Before her Executive Officer could respond, Captain Serros stated,
“Major Hadarr and I will go into the club and the rest of the team will be in
positions less than half a click away.”


“Here is the floor plan for Revenant, and the surrounding six–block
radius.” Lieutenant Commander Adeline announced, pulling up the layout with
some deft finger swipes on the HUD. Avara knew her friend and third in command was
deliberately helping to smooth over any ruffled feathers regarding style disagreements
between the team and the more reserved Major Hadarr, and the Captain
appreciated her efforts.


“Inside could be a potential nightmare. Four levels, eleven
separate dance floors, six bars, several lounge spaces, a seventy–five person
staff and on a typical night, four hundred or more patrons.” Diana Adeline
continued.


“Okay, we need surveillance in the club, all points. Dane?” Serros
queried the Squad’s tech–master and the ship’s Communication’s Officer,
Lieutenant Rygel.


“On it, Captain.” Rygel replied, already working with Lieutenant
Commander Adeline.


“We have twelve days at QGST until we make Voss. I want a
preliminary Op laid out tomorrow by eight–hundred. Dismissed.”| Captain Serros calmly
watched her crew file out of the Strategy Room, all accept for Major Goyan Hadarr.


“Captain, may I have a word?” The Vosaia Shield Operative
asked, tone cool.


“Of course, Major Hadarr.” Captain Serros replied, motioning
to the chair next to her.


“I have some… concerns about the mission lay–out.”


“Can you be specific?” Serros asked, her pose at ease with
right leg crossed over left and fingertips touching as she leaned back into her
chair.


Studying her counterpart for this mission, Captain Avara Serros
thought that there was something about her that was… distant would be
the best descriptor. Stretching her Arca enhanced empathic senses, all Serros
could read was a wall that surrounded Hadarr’s mind and heart. It was a barrier
that defied any entry, with Avara’s efforts as productive as rainwater sliding
down glass. 


Given her slightly pulsed reactions during the mission brief,
Serros wasn’t surprised when Hadarr opened with, “I am unused to working in
such an encouraged, collective style, let alone a collaborative team. I am
concerned that all of the input and excessive… personal commentary, will
distract from the operation.”


“Mm. I’ve found over the years such open collaboration to be
a definite benefit. My Squad is solid.” Avara responded.


“Your team may have skills, certainly their records are
impressive, but you and they seem casual and casual, Captain Serros, equates to
sloppy. Either way, Quorum Shields typically work alone.”


“Different styles.” Serros rejoined, unruffled by the older Shield
Operative’s criticism.


“I am just surprised. It is a potential weakness.
Eventually, it will be exploited.” Major Hadarr stated, tone containing a
sliver of earnest belief, one of the first real emotions to slip by those
opaque psychic and cognitive barriers of hers.


“I’ve found that the strengths of having a squad of loyal
specialists outweigh any potential weakness.” Avara answered, and, keeping
Jamie Sweetwater’s concerns in mind, offered an engaging smile that from
experience, she knew usually produced positive results.


As she was submitted to Hadarr’s intense scrutiny, Captain Serros
had the distinct impression that the Vosaia was analyzing her for any potential
flaw or advantage, almost like a hunter sizing up prey. The Captain couldn’t
quite capture the angle as to why, except for a sense that Major Hadarr was
uncomfortable working closely with others and was concerned about achieving
their mission objectives.


After several quiet moments, the other Shield remarked, “I
still think it would be better if you and I handled this mission alone.”


“Your concerns about the club are valid.” Serros
acknowledged with a nod. “Yet Nova will still be available for support.”


“Per the Quorum, you are the lead on this, Captain Serros, so
your way it is. As long as we achieve results; Lieutenant Z’arr cannot
be allowed to succeed. Treason by a Vosaia is not tolerated.” There was a
dangerous undertone in the Vosaia Major’s voice that Serros had no difficulty at
all reading.


“Yes, treason cannot be tolerated, but our mission is to
bring Lieutenant K’llan Z’arr in alive. We need to know why she turned and who
her contacts are; there could be more. Plus, we need to know how she was able
to infiltrate the government–tied military division of ApexArcatech.”


Surprisingly, Goyan Hadarr laughed, though Serros could read
no real humor in the sound. “How? Surely you know about the… advantages we
Vosaia possess to understand what others want and thus, to persuade them that our
wishes are their own.”


“Yes, I’m aware of certain biological talents. But, I’m also
certain that preventative high–security measures would have been in place.” Captain
Serros responded, voice one of perfect equanimity in the face of Major Hadarr’s
probing.


“Hmm. Do you really understand?” Major Hadarr questioned,
leaning forward towards the Captain, her turquoise eyes strangely bright. “Do
you know why Lieutenant Z’arr’s mother is so respected by the totality of
Vosaia society and the reason she was granted a seat on the Consulate?”


“Ry’anlyar Z’arr was the Doctor whose research led to the
creation of Vitani Serum.” Serros promptly replied.


“Yes, Vitani Serum. Do you know what that serum meant for my
people?”


The Captain paused for a second, scanning her internal pneumonic
databanks. “In order to survive, Vosaia must Feed on the psychic and cognitive life–energy
of other sentients. If not carefully managed, this reality can easily lead to either
exploitation or even the death of those being Fed upon. Vitani Serum provided a
way for the Vosaia to gain the sustenance they require to survive without
having to Feed on other sentients. As the Vosaia and the Karukai were
originally the same race, the Karukai have the same needs but culturally, had and
have no interest in substituting Feeding for Serum.”


“Accurate, if very basic and certainly not politically
correct to say to a Vosaia, Captain Serros.” Goyan Hadarr answered, though her
voice held no rancor. “Feeding doesn’t just represent required sustenance to
survive, although that is absolutely true. Given the right circumstances, Feeding
is an almost overwhelming, powerful draw for the Vosaia or Karukai alike, and when
overindulged in, it is very hard moderate. That draw is reciprocal
between the one Feeding and the one Fed upon.”


Hadarr’s voice dropped to a lower register, surprisingly rich
with an emotion Serros couldn’t quite name as she added, “These strings of
discussion signify only one portion of how the Vosaia and Karukai evolutionary
schema manifests and what it represents, for we Vosaia and the Karukai also
possess certain abilities to support our evolution. Abilities that by design,
attract others to be Fed upon.”


Shifting forward in emphasis, Hadarr continued “Most
applicable as to how Lieutenant Z’arr would have been able to infiltrate a
secure R&D Lab, is that as a general talent, Vosaia can exude potent
pheromones that make her irresistible to most. Secondly, just as any person possessing
an Arca Synergy Enhancement, Vosaia can sense another’s emotions. These two
gifts combined together provide an avenue for very real and strong influence
upon others.”


Steepling her fingers together like a Professor who’d just
finished a lecture to a particularly slow–learning student, Major Hadarr concluded,
“The pertinence of these abilities should be fairly obvious when you consider
the ramifications.”


“Z’arr didn’t necessarily need contacts to steal the
research, just her natural gifts.” Captain Serros answered.


“Exactly.”


“I thought using those abilities on non–consenting
parties is outlawed by Vosaia law?” The Captain asked, brow furrowed in thought.


“Yes. But that does not mean it doesn’t happen, only that we
Vosaia try to keep it at an absolute minimum and contained with harsh measures.
We also keep it quiet when it does occur. The rules can be bent if the reasons
are believed to be just.” Hadarr remarked. “And, if Z’arr is willing to commit
treason, the improper use of her abilities would mean little.”


Avara Serros peered thoughtfully at the holo image of their
target for a moment, then commented, “Something still doesn’t quite add up. It
is a priority to make sure Lieutenant Z’arr is captured and brought in for
interrogation.”


“We will try, Captain Serros, but our first priority
is to stop the exchange, our second, to stop the traitor.” The Major avowed, no
movement in her tone.


“Then let’s not make escape an option.” Serros responded
evenly.


Goyan Hadarr looked speculatively at the Excalibur’s Captain
for a moment, then remarked, “It will be interesting to work with you, Captain.
See the legend in action, so to speak.”


“Likewise, Major.”


















CHAPTER 3


Despite the size of the club, Revenant was filled to
capacity. The press of bodies, the smell and sight of a multitude of different
species and genders, the sound of blaring base–heavy music and swarm of voices was
utterly enveloping, as if you had stepped into another world that was nothing
less than a sensory kaleidoscope.


“Relax… you have to look like you actually want to be
here.”


Following the advice, Captain Serros took a deep breath,
trying to drown out the almost overwhelming cacophony of the club.


 Arca Enhancements are not always a benefit, she
thought wryly.


With focus, Serros was able to dampen her enhanced senses
and tone down the swelling humanoid and synthetic noise. Even after all of
these years, small moments like this still occurred, flashes when her Arca enhanced
abilities caught her by surprise or seemed to be almost too much to bear.


“Better.” Major Goyan Hadarr commented, a knowing look in
her eyes. Considering her own Arca Enhancements, Avara figured the Vosaia Operative
really did know and understand. 


 “Shall we?” Captain Serros asked with a thrust of her chin pointing
further into the club.


“Yes.” Hadarr put her arm through Serros’s, a deliberate
smile of effusive, free–going joy suffusing her features as she fell into the
role the two had agreed upon. They wore no armor or visible weapons to give
them away, though each had a hand pistol and Micro–Assembler hilts hidden on
their persons. Serros wore a midnight blue synth jacket and black synth pants
as well as a short sleeved, pale blue shirt. Hadarr had chosen tight–fitting, all
dark gray synth to blend in with the assorted club–goers.


Both were careful to scan the crowd closely yet covertly as
they moved through the sea of people. Captain Serros spotted a black furred
Gorath in a group of Humans that looked startlingly like her squadmate Ca’rrakk,
though he was shorter and the feline–like eyes were a burnished gold instead of
brilliant green. A group of brightly colored, male Braxiens with elongated heads
surmounted by center head–ridges and short spikes on the sides of their skulls,
reluctantly made room for the two at one of the first level bars, allowing them
bartender access.


A female Zirgesh with pale, milky–brown chitinous plates and
six arms quickly nodded to them while mixing three drinks simultaneously. Her
six small, blood–red eyes reflected the gyrating lights of the club weirdly,
almost like light through ruby–colored glass. “What can I get for you ladies?”
She asked, using the standard galactic language of Vanni.


“Two Soha beers, please.” Hadarr requested.


“Right up.” She answered, moving swiftly to finish her
current orders and then take the next. A moment later, two condensation–covered,
cool blue bottles of golden Soha slid down the silvery–colored bar right
towards the Shield Operatives. Serros placed the requisite 10 Mark bill on the
smooth bar–top and then the two moved over and rested their backs against the
bar, continuing to scan as they drank.


As if she was leaning in to speak to Major Hadarr, Serros
queried, “Adeline, do we have any matches?”


“Recog hasn’t made any hits as of yet for either Odass or K’llan
Z’arr, Captain, though the connection is solid; the micro–image renders on your
apparel are working perfectly.” Lieutenant Commander Diana Adeline’s voice was
clearly audible from the tiny, portable receiver secreted within the Captain’s
ear.


“Thanks, A; keep at it.”


“Ops, I see two Irdoi, on my three o’ clock.” Hadarr announced,
keeping up pretense by moving her mouth to Serros’s right ear in the intimate
gesture of a lover. Captain Serros canted her head just enough to catch a
glance of the two Humanoids. Both possessed the hairless, green–gray skin and
sparse, short frames typical of their species. 


“Mm…captured. No match, Major.” Adeline answered.


“I think it’s time for us to switch positions.” Serros offered
after several more minutes of unobtrusive surveillance.


“Agreed.”


The two moved further through the club, discretely leaving
tiny micro–imagers behind as they carved an erratic path, tagging bars, walls,
even the jackets of other club–goers, all to expand their visual recognition
net. Two and a half hours had passed, and yet they still hadn’t been able to
locate their targets despite having spotted close to thirty Vosaia and half–a–hundred
Irdoi.


“Captain, Major, we seem to have a hit on the information
broker. Odass is loitering on the fourth level, near the second dance floor. No
sign of the Vosaia.” Adeline informed, contained excitement clear even through
the metallic sounding ear ‘ceiver. 


“Well done, A. We’re making our way now.” Serros answered.


The two Quorum Shields slowly traveled up, deliberately
pausing along the way to make the journey appear natural. When they made the
fourth level, Hadarr grabbed Serros’s hand and led her to the dance floor near
their target, close enough to see him but not close enough to appear to be
looking.


A few minutes later, the Captain spied their first target.
Odass’s skin was a mossy color, his protruding, round eyes a similar hue. His
pebbly scalp was slightly darker and he wore gold ear brackets on his right
ear. Odass was dressed in light tan and dark red synth and seemed perfectly at
ease as he sat in a plum–colored lounge booth. The Irdoi broker certainly
wasn’t alone, for Avara could spot at least four guards attempting to not
look like protection, and doing a very poor job of it; another Irdoi, a Gorath,
and two Humans.


“Still no lock on Z’arr.” Lieutenant Commander Adeline’s
voice again came over the Shields’ receivers, offering an update without being
asked.


“Got it, A.” Captain Serros responded.


“You know, you’re actually quite good at this.” Hadarr remarked
a few minutes later, half–shouting to be heard.


Serros laughed at that. “Surprised?”


“Well, yes, a bit. Your record suggests that to Humans,
you’re the ‘soldier’s soldier,’ so to speak. Sadly, that kind of reputation
usually means a life that allows little time for anything else for the shorter
lived races of the galaxy.”


Avara Serros made a deliberate choice to be good natured
about the comment, accepting the back–handed compliment rather than the insult
implicit in the Major’s words. “Well, us shorter lived species may surprise you
from time to time.”


“So I see.”


Again, Serros got the distinct impression that the Major was
studying her, and just for an instant, she felt an inkling of intense
curiosity, then once more, Goyan Hadarr’s emotions were entirely barricaded with
surprising skill and ease. Avara had never met another that could so completely
close–off to her Arca Synergy enhanced empathic senses. It was a somewhat
disquieting sensation.


Approximately twenty minutes later, Adeline’s voice sounded
once more, tone simultaneously perplexed and concerned. “Captain, all of the
micro–imagers you and the Major placed just went dark.”


“Is it an issue on our end?” Serros asked, raising her arms to
match the syncopated beat pounding across the dance floor.


“No, Captain.”


“It means Z’arr is here.” Serros and Hadarr said in unison,
looking at each other with faint humor at the realization.


“And she has enacted counter measures to possible
surveillance.” Major Hadarr continued, looking wryly at Serros.


“Do you think it means she’s marked us?” The Captain asked.
The thought was a worrisome one.


“Unlikely. As I said, she’s very intelligent. I strongly
believe she’s just being cautious.”


“I can confirm now that the micro–imagers were hacked and
disabled.” Diana Adeline updated.


“Can you overwrite?”


“No. Whatever she did fried the circuitry.” The Ops and
Intel Officer answered.


“All right. We’ll finish this the old fashioned way; with
our own eyes and ears.” Serros proclaimed.


“Agreed. My guess is that she will show within the next
fifteen minutes or so.” Major Hadarr stated, eyes narrowed thoughtfully as she
moved her hips and upper body to match the music’s rhythm and move in opposite
of Serros doing the same.


The Major was correct in her assessment, for eleven minutes
later, Serros spotted their target live for the first time. Focusing her Arca–enhanced
vision, the Captain was able to telescopically augment her sight as if she was
only one rather than twenty–five feet away. Her first impression of Lieutenant K’llan
Z’arr was competence coupled with grace as she moved towards Odass.


Her second impression was one of remarkable beauty. Z’arr’s loose
hair was a brilliant, royal blue that shimmered in the ever–interchanging and
pulsing lights of the club, almost like sapphire spun into strands of living
silk. Her features included a straight, somewhat delicate nose and large,
almond shaped eyes a lustrous, deep violet. Just as the two Quorum Shield
Operatives, Lieutenant Z’arr was dressed in everyday clothes to betray no hint
of her military background. In her case, flatteringly complimentary colors of black,
indigo, and white synth. Despite appearances, Captain Serros had no doubt that
just like the two Shields, their target was armed. 


For just a second, Serros and Z’arr’s eyes locked, and Avara
felt those lilac orbs slam into her with the force of a K–Blast, felt as if her
mind, her emotions, her very essence, were exposed to that vivid gaze.


Then abruptly, the moment ended and the Captain felt her
head pulled down and lips crushed against another’s. Major Goyan Hadarr. Caught
utterly by surprise, at first Serros did nothing, then, concerned that their
target would escape, she tried to break away but the Vosaia’s response was to
pull more firmly onto Serros’s neck and kiss her even more deeply.


When Hadarr also subtly added a hard, painful pinch with her
fingers on the back of Avara’s neck, Captain Serros belatedly realized what her
fellow Operative was trying to do, and so settled into the position and
returned the kiss with a like amount of apparent enthusiasm.


A minute later, Hadarr stopped and looked at Serros’s face,
her features conveying the excitement of an ardent lover, though her words
certainly did not match. “Our target is still present, speaking to the Irdoi. Tell
me, what kind of look was that and are all Humans so utterly inept at
subterfuge, or is it just you?”


“Speaking for myself, I don’t make a habit of dishonesty, so
no; thankfully, not really a part of my every day job description.” The Captain
responded, fighting for just a heartbeat to keep her voice level at the
Vosaia’s scathing tone.


“Ops, we have sight of our objective.” Serros then reported
to Adeline over the still open link.


“Well learn fast, Captain.” Major Hadarr stated
adamantly. “I do not want the mission to fail because you’re still using
training wheels.” There was no mistaking the irritation in Hadarr’s acerbic tenor.


“Understood, Captain.” Lieutenant Commander Adeline voiced
over the Comm.


“Don’t worry, I can keep up.” Serros responded to Hadarr with
unruffled confidence.


Hadarr twined her fingers through Serros’s dark hair and
made as if to nuzzle the Captain’s neck, conveniently allowing her a clear view
of Z’arr. “It looks like the target is concluding her business. When she
leaves, we should wait a few moments, then follow.” 


“Agreed.” The minutes trickled by as the two kept up
pretense and observation both.


“You know,” Hadarr started, then grazed Serros’s lips with
her own in a second, lingering kiss before continuing, “As a very minor
positive, I will say you kiss quite well, Captain.” Again, the Major’s tone and
psychic signature were entirely unreadable.


“Um… Nova Squad is in position and the secured Comm channel
is now open to the Squad.” Lieutenant Commander Diana Adeline’s somewhat
nervous voice came over their receivers, cutting off any response Serros might
have made.


“Understood, Ops, and thank you.”


“She’s beginning to leave the table.” Major Hadarr quietly remarked.


“What’s this about kissing, Captain?” Commander Marcus Perez’s
voice cut in, laughter bubbling over the channel.


“Is that some sort of Human expression for a mission going
well?” Major Ca’rrakk rumbled.


“Oh, I see. Like the Kiss Of Death? I saw a Human produced
Vid of that title once.” Lieutenant Naxos commented, his s’s
drawn out and sliding like parchment into a folio tube.


“Yeah, yeah, let’s focus. Target’s on the move; time to
commence pursuit.” Captain Serros broke in.


The Captain and Major nonchalantly made to leave, following
the probable route of their target. A few minutes later, Lieutenant Rygel’s
voice cut into their ears announcing, “Caught sight of the target; she’s on the
rooftop, not the lower level. Repeat, target is on the rooftop.”


“Copy that. Major Hadarr, you take the street level in case
she doubles back; I’ll take the roofs.” Captain Serros ordered.


The Major nodded once and then was gone, her form a faint
blur as she sped away through the crowd down the stairs. Serros blinked a
moment in thought, then she too focused and activated her Arca Dexterity,
Speed, and Agility Enhancement, practically rocketing up the stairs towards the
roofs.


















 


CHAPTER 4


It took Captain Serros less than one minute to make the roof–top
and another to override the door locks by utilizing a quick hack with her
biotech–based CPA. By the time she reached the roof it was empty but she didn’t
let that discourage her; she’d poured over Lieutenant Z’arr’s dossier and knew
her to possess a DSA as well. Instead, Serros spent a moment accessing first
her SP and then TXL Enhancements, extending the normal range and focus of her
vision across the immediate cityscape of Ophere. When that tactic failed, she switched
to first low–light and then thermal range.


There!


Serros spotted a single, lean heat signature speeding at the
rate of close to one mile per minute across the rooftops, gracefully leaping
over each obstacle in her path. “Target is on the roofs heading north; in
pursuit.” Captain Serros updated her team, then launched herself after her
quarry, pace more than matching Z’arr’s.


Glittering city lights, flashing holo–adverts, the whirring
noise of sky transports and the hum of ground vehicles, as well as the
blended voices of hundreds of sentients seemed to spin around the Captain as
she ran, creating a peculiar, dream–like sense to the experience. The city
itself was a marvel of black–glass and bright, steel colored durexium facades.
Flat in design, most were well over three hundred stories in height and rooftops
some several hundred feet across.


In seconds, Serros could feel that she was gaining on her
target, each passing moment bringing Z’arr closer, especially because the
Vosaia seemed to be slowing even as Avara’s momentum was picking up. With a
thought, the Captain dropped the thermal vision enhancement of her TXL and
adjusted sight back to slightly augmented normal range. When she was only about
a dozen feet away, Captain Serros saw her chance as Z’arr prepared to bound
gracefully from one rooftop to the next over a twenty–six foot gap.


Pouring on the speed and launching herself upward through a
flashing green and gold holo–advert touting the must–have value of the latest
generation of Sphinx CPAs, Serros leaped an additional twenty feet past the gap’s
requisite length. She twisted mid–air to land face–foreword and directly in
front of Z’arr. At touchdown, Serros executed a slight spin to move with the
motion of her target while at the same time, used her left arm to drop Lieutenant
Z’arr to the rooftop floor.


It was a tricky maneuver, one that had to be timed perfectly
or, due to impact speed, could potentially fatally stop Lieutenant Z’arr.
If she wanted the STF Agent for questioning, it simply wouldn’t do to snap her
neck or have her puncture a lung on a shattered rib through carelessness. Not
to mention splinter Captain Serros’s own forearm.


The Shield Operative recognized she had been successful in
stopping the Vosaia’s flight when the thud of impact sounded through the
city–night. Surprisingly, with a grunt, the brilliant haired Vosaia was able to
regain her equilibrium and roll over Serros’s arm, coming to a stop in a rough
yet controlled skid some few feet away.


When K’llan Z’arr rather gracefully flipped upright she
found herself looking directly at the muzzle of Serros’s drawn hand pistol, a
Talon V7.


“Who are you and what do you want?” Lieutenant Z’arr queried,
violet eyes cold. Serros noted that both her stance and tone were anything but
afraid; indeed, her posture was of a predator about to pounce on a late night
snack.


“Captain Serros, Strategic High Risk, Intelligence, and
Enforcement Operative. By the Authority of the Quorum, Consulate, and Ministry,
you are to surrender yourself into my custody and await charges.” Avara Serros
answered calmly, her eyes unblinking, hand steady.


“What?” Z’arr asked sharply, quick intake of breath
clearly audible, then her eyes narrowed. “I think not, Captain.”


Just as Z’arr finished her last word, a kshh–boom
split the relative silence and the roof erupted into a shower of durexium and
glass shards even as Serros was slammed backward into the side of an iron
colored advert scaffold. Left ear ringing and with the warm trickle of blood
slipping down cheek to neck, Serros blinked away dust and grime from the
grenade–charge that Z’arr had obviously placed on the ground between them while
skidding to a stop.


Clever; very clever. Avara admitted to herself. But
not enough.


The Captain immediately caught sight of her target again,
who had almost reached the opposite end of the three hundred foot span and was
about to jump to the next roof. Captain Serros pushed herself to her feet,
replaced the hand pistol into the inside of her jacket that she’d managed to
hold on to even in the explosion, and set off in pursuit once more.


“Captain, scanners are reading an explosion. You alright?” Commander
Marcus Perez’s voice cut in, worry audible.


“Fine, Marcus. Still in pursuit. Where is Nova Squad and
Hadarr?”


“Nova’s trying to make position. She’s traveling fast, Captain.
Myself, Naxos, and Rygel are about a click and a half away, on the roofs.”
Perez answered, his voice sounding heavy with exertion.


“I’m in the shuttle, two klicks away.” Major Ca’rrakk
reported.


“I am on the ground, working to get ahead of your position
and cut Z’arr off; about a klick away.” Goyan Hadarr’s voice chimed in.


“Okay. Ca’rrakk, keep sight of the target. Everyone else,
stay on it.”


It was clear to Avara that K’llan Z’arr was indeed very, very
good. Her speed, her agility and rapid thinking abilities all abundantly distinct
as she raced after the Vosaia Strategic Task Forces Agent. Yet despite her
skill, the Quorum Shield continued to inexorably close the distance between
them. Serros could feel the vibrating pulse of her Arca Enhancements singing
throughout blood, vein, sinew, and organs, the kobalt–fueled, microscopic bio–technology
forever fused to and inseparable from her physical and cognitive framework at
an atomic level. Coupled with her own exceedingly high personal ability,
experience, and training, in the end equation, Captain Serros was an Arca VII.
She possessed seven different Arca Enhancements, making her a true Arca Savant
and outclassing all others in regards to Enhancements except for an extremely rare
five percent.


As remarkable as Lieutenant K’llan Z’arr clearly was, as an
Arca IV, she simply couldn’t contend in a flat–out competition such as this
race. In fact, the rooftops worked against her. They were too open and too
direct; Z’arr would have been better off in the press and flow of street
traffic at the ground level. Not surprisingly, Z’arr recognized that she was
steadily losing ground and just as Serros step–leaped over a weather–scuffed,
open ventilation duck–work, she changed the game once more.


Feeling the disturbance in the cold city night air, the Captain
landed on her feet and executed several tight rolls, barely avoiding half–a–dozen
sizzling arcs of electricity from the cluster of swarming hand–drones circling
her like crows sighting a dying soldier on the field. Just before she found her
feet, Serros drew her pistol and then with deadly accuracy, snapped off shot
after shot, all the while weaving gracefully to avoid being scorched by short
lances of electricity.


Swearing softly as she had to bleed three shots for each
drone, she found herself wishing she was armed with her standard Volturno SX9s,
rather than the smaller clip and non–adaptable, non–automatic Talon. For its
concealability it was quite serviceable; for a dedicated firefight, not so much
so.


Though it had taken only moments for the Captain to dispose
of the hand–drones, the delay allowed her quarry another lead and the time for another
surprise. At the end of the concrete roof, Z’arr tossed second grenade, not at Serros,
but instead at a window of the building directly opposite to the roof–edge she
stood upon. The grenade stuck to the smoky glass prior to exploding, and
before the swirl of glass, concrete, and durexium fragments had even remotely
finished settling, the Vosaia dove straight through the newly made aperture.


Clever again.


The Vosaia STF Agent had changed the play, taking away the Captain’s
advantage of the open–roof–top chase. Captain Serros’s respect for her adversary’s
ingenuity and resolve continued to grow, even as she increased her pace and
followed her target through the ruined window. Avara’s landing was somewhat
marred as she half slipped and almost lost her footing on glass and dust
covered flooring.


The destruction of the building’s window façade seemed to be
somewhat ironic, for the structure was unmistakably purposed to be a glass production
company. Row after row of enormous sheets of glass were in clear view as Serros
scanned the large, warehouse room she found herself in.  Each row was at least
one to two stories high, with the glass–panels being of all colors, though
Ophere’s trademark smoky–black was definitely the most prevalent. Elaborate
durexium frameworks and scaffolding as well as mechanical lifting cranes served
to separate, organize, and manage the stacks. There were several lights around
the room, but all were on a low setting and with even dimmed light, the illumination
reflected wildly throughout the room as it bounced off the massive glass
ingots.


Though she couldn’t see a soul, Captain Serros extended her enhanced
senses and after a heartbeat, was able to pick up the steady pat–pat–pat
of running footsteps, as well as distant voices shouting in surprise and
irritation. Making a quick decision, instead of directly following the retreating
footfalls, the Captain swiftly climbed up one of the many scaffolding ladders
to the top of the nearest stack. A rapid scan around the room proved the value
of the approach, for she could see Z’arr pelting down one of the rows towards
the warehouse’s exit–ways. Serros could also make out a few late night work crews,
primarily Zirgesh, busily stocking the stacks, and carting the ingots on
powered dollies and lifts.


“Nova Squad, I have Z’arr in a glass panel construction building,
upper floors, east–side. Closing pursuit.” Avara reported.


“I’m on you, Captain. We’re approaching via the roof, west–side.” 
Commander Perez answered.


“I’ve taken up position outside of the building, Marquise
Glassworks Incorporated, south–side. Will maintain watch.” Ca’rrakk reported.


“I’m entering the lower level of the building.” Came
Hadarr’s update.


“Acknowledged.”


Narrowing her eyes, Captain Serros took off down the metal floor–way
of the scaffold she was on and then, with fierce focus, bounded forward some
seventy feet or so to the scaffolding thirty feet directly above her
quarry. Though the Shield’s aim was true, she still slammed with jarring force
against the scaffold railing, then actually tumbled over its side, catching
herself just enough to swing in a more or less controlled manner downward and
away from the panel–stack.  Avara touched down upon the ground heavily, barely
missing smashing the opposite stack.


Startled out of her run, the Vosaia paused a moment as Captain
Serros landed on the scaffold and then watched her mostly controlled fall. With
Z’arr shaking her head in obvious disbelief, Serros was able to catch the
muttered “Insane; absolutely insane!” comment right as Z’arr tossed another,
more numerous batch of hand–drones in the Captain’s direction. Then the target
started her run again, this time while frantically keying–in commands on her CPA.


“Damn.” Serros swore dryly, realizing her position in
the walkways between the steep glass towers was vulnerable, to say the least.


Then a familiar voice informed her that relief had arrived.
“We got this, Captain.”


“Copy, and thanks, Marcus.” Serros answered, barely looking
up to see Perez, Rygel, and Naxos arrive directly through the sun–roof of the
ceiling above, instinctively trusting the person that had been at her back
since childhood. Not having to worry about going undercover, they were all equipped
in their armor and much better armed than she, a fact testified to by the
serious spray of assault rifle and SMG fire that swept through the drones,
eliminating the threat in seconds.


Captain Serros didn’t wait to see the end, however, instead
once again taking up the chase. For several minutes the two ran madly through
the rows, around lifts, stacks, and workers alike until suddenly, a lift–driver
with a full stack of glass ingots unknowingly pulled right in front of Agent Z’arr.
Startled by the speeding Vosaia who smashed into his vehicle, the driver instinctively
swerved his cart, slamming directly against a stack of panels.


To Captain Avara Serros, it appeared as if time ceased its
natural flow. With a strange, bell–like screech, several glass panels escaped
their durexium clamps and began to free–fall down onto the flooring and into
the stack directly behind. The six–armed, dazed Zirgesh lift–driver was tossed
out of his seat to the ground next to a groaning Z’arr, even as several tons of
glass ingots came hurtling down from directly above them.


The Captain, caught on the opposite side of the cart,
watched as Z’arr’s violet eyes widened in shock and fear at the freefalling
glass coming her way, then readied to lunge to safety just as she caught a
whimper of terror from the prone Zirgesh next to her. Serros clearly recognized
the instant of hesitation on Z’arr’s countenance, then her decision as she
clenched her hands into fists and squeezed her eyes closed.


Time snapped back into place as some eight–thousand pounds worth
of glass ingots crashed directly atop the two and the immediate surrounding
area. Yet amazingly, the Vosaia and the Zirgesh were utterly unharmed. A rich,
dark blue field of energy set into a covering dome enveloped them, the glass
having shattered upon impact and then slid off the dome like water tumbling
down a deep canyon fall.


Arms uplifted in a position reminiscent of Atlas holding the
Heavens and lilac eyes submerged into pools of indigo light, K’llan Z’arr
turned to the panicked worker and in a ragged voice ordered, “Go… now!”


The Zirgesh turned his double–heart shaped head towards the Vosaia,
rapidly blinking six obsidian eyes, then scrambled to his feet while yelping in
a reedy voice, “Uh… yes, yes! Gratitude!”


As soon as the Zirgesh factory–worker reached safety, Z’arr
seemed to increase her concentration, then at her command, the dome–shaped K–Shield
angled itself and several hundred pounds of shattered glass pieces slid down to
the ground between the Vosaia and Human. Within the passage of a heartbeat, the
blue light of the kobalt infused barrier abruptly winked out of existence.


Exhaling deeply, K’llan Z’arr briefly met Avara Serros’s
eyes, then turned and sprinted down a pathway to her right between two
untouched panel scaffolds. Yet again, Captain Serros took off after her,
scrambling over crystal and durexium, joined a moment later by Perez, Naxos,
and Rygel.


“Well, this is very exciting.” Lieutenant Rygel commented as
he climbed over the large heap of glass next to Serros, blond head bright in
the warehouse’s glass–reflected light.


“Of course, it is a hunt, but we must hurry before our prey
escapes.” Lieutenant Belgrum Naxos chimed in, saurian form leaping over the
pile with almost frightening ease.


“It looks like that’s exactly what may happen.” Commander Perez
added as the four Nova Squad members watched while Z’arr once again caused a
localized explosion with a hand grenade to take out a portion of the
manufacturing building’s wall and jumped through the self–created doorway.


“Double–time, people!” Serros yelled, again pouring on the
speed, this time outdistancing her Squadmates to reach the opening just as she
caught site of Z’arr slipping into a matte–green, glass roofed sky–car that she’d
dropped to. Now the commands she issued earlier on her CPA made observable sense.


“Gonna lose her!” Marcus Perez called.


With a yell of defiance, Avara reached the edge and leaped
towards the closed sky transport, landing with a heavy thud and frantically
scrambling to catch hold of the roof. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see
the rest of the Squad slide to a halt at the splintered building wall and could
hear Perez comming Major Ca’rrakk for a fast pick up.


Z’arr immediately started swerving in wild yet fully
controlled maneuvers designed to drop her unwanted passenger, causing the Captain
to lose her grip for a moment and slip to the passenger side of the two person sky–car.
She barely caught herself before she tumbled into the night–cradled street
below. Traffic ripped the atmosphere next to her as the Vosaia driver plotted
the vehicle’s path perilously close to oncoming sky–lane traffic.


Holding on for dear life and beginning to have serious
doubts as to the merits of her plan, Captain Serros discarded the idea of
trying to use her pistol to break into the STV’s glass side–roof for fear of
harming the rogue Agent she now fully intended to capture alive. Gripping the sky–car’s
roof bar with her left hand while her feet locked onto the boarding rim and,
once again wishing she was wearing her armor, the Shield Operative resolved
herself to having to do this the hardest, rather than just the hard way.


Serros drew her MA knife–hilt from her side, thumbed the
activation button, and a split second later the hilt’s micro–assembler had flash–crafted
a durexium bowie–knife blade. With all of the Arca–infused force at her
command, Serros thrust the nine inch steel–hued knife blade down, slicing into
the glass side–roof with ease and ripping a full section away.


With a startled yell, Lieutenant Z’arr pulled the green transport
into a dizzying climb, running the vehicle far beyond its build specifications
in an attempt to dislodge the Human Captain. Almost losing her grip on the
knife, Serros grabbed the STV’s roof–lip, slicing her hand for the effort but
maintaining her hold. Once more she thrust her knife through the flexible
glass, taking out another large section like peeling skin from an overripe
orange.  In answer, the Vosaia pilot pushed her controls down and to the right,
the grim determination flashing across her features causing Serros to take a
quick survey.


 Maybe not my best day cracked into Avara’s mind as
she spotted a weather–scarred advert strut closing in at a breathtaking rate.


 Gripping the boarding bar with both hands, Captain Serros
deliberately swung herself out and then into the half–torn, flexible
side–glass. She made the vehicle’s interior in a spray of glass just before the
strut would have diced her in half. Upon entry, Serros’s booted feet struck
Z’arr, causing a suppressed groan and a slip on the sky–car’s choke. The result
was an ear–rending screech as the side of their transport scraped another STV
in the adjacent sky–lane.


An instant later, K’llan Z’arr’s right elbow struck out even
as her left hand stabilized their trajectory, only to be caught, deflected, and
the blow returned by Serros. The next thirty seconds or so became a dizzy,
vomit–inducing exchange of speed–defying blows, parries, half–kicks, and
attempts by both women to keep the vehicle stable.


“Captain Serros, we’re closing in. Situation?” Lieutenant Dane
Rygel’s voice came in over full audio through her CPA rather than her ear
piece, which had evidently been lost at some point during the evening’s gymnastic
endeavors. 


“A little… uh… occupied right now.”  Serros answered
as one of Z’arr’s blow’s slipped past her guard to smash into her solar plexus.


“Any time you wish to join your friends… is fine with me.”
Z’arr commented acidly, attempting four more strikes before her sentence was completed.


Catching each effort, Avara grinned wolfishly. “But we seem
to be getting along so very well.”


Before the Vosaia had a chance to retort, something large
slammed into the side of their transport, causing the vehicle to careen down and
out of the appropriate sky–lane and rake its already damaged side against a light
azure and steel colored glass building. The result was yet more shattering sheets
of glass, the glittering shards tumbling from view into the traffic lanes below
like falling stars.


Turning her head, Avara spied a gold and red colored
transport vehicle at three o’clock and a stony–faced Major Goyan Hadarr behind
the controls. Serros also noted Excalibur’s ES2 shuttle was
visible, currently maintaining a nine o’ clock position.


Z’arr swore and wrestled with the choke to regain control, Captain
Serros instinctively reaching out to help her to ensure their mutual survival. 


For the span of a slow heartbeat, the two worked in concert then,
just as the transport leveled some, once more Hadarr’s gold STV slammed into
their battered green vehicle. The impact smacked loose Serros’s half–grip on
the choke as she was hurled bodily to the rear–interior of the transport, then
half out of the busted glass siding she’d originally entered in through.


Reacting quickly, Z’arr floored the STV straight down,
swerving the transport to avoid the other Vosaia who was so close to her tail
that the two sky–cars were practically kissing. With another twist Avara, who’d
literally been clutching with all of her might onto the battered doorway and,
lying flat against the STV’s side due to the very real constraints of gravity,
finally lost her grip entirely. Despite her best efforts, she slid across the plane
of the transport and then out into open air.


 * * * * * 


As the night and lights enveloped her like a swimmer caught
and swept under the languidly warm yet potentially lethal waves of her
childhood home on Kylos, Captain Avara Serros was struck by the momentary
thought that the failure of her mission would be ‘


"One Hell of A Mess" for Marcus to explain
in a report to the Quorum and Naval HQ. Then suddenly, she could see him, really
see him. He was directly below and balancing in an almost hysterically funny
and certainly ridiculously precarious position.


Both Ca’rrakk and Belgrum Naxos were holding onto the side
of their shuttle port doorway with one hand, and gripping Marcus’s holster–harness
with the other. Half suspended out of the shuttle’s entry, Commander Marcus Perez
had both arms outstretched towards her. The hilarity of the situation really
lay in the fact that the shuttle itself was practically hovering on its
starboard side, gradually de’celling to match her fall speed.


“Avara. To me; grab on!” Marcus’s golden–brown eyes
were dark with worry, the muscles of his neck popping as he stretched steel and
sapphire armored arms towards her.


Getting her darting emotions under control, the Captain
inhaled and, exerting effort, focused much as Z’arr had done earlier but in a
different variant, causing her entire body to be sheathed skin–close in the
dark blue colored energy of a K–Shield. Serros stretched out her fingers and
felt them almost painfully crushed by Perez’s life–or–death grip. With a
jarring thud, Avara smacked into his body, causing both of them as well Lieutenant
Naxos and Major Ca’rrakk to all crash into the port side of the shuttle.


“You guys okay?” Serros spat out a second later, pushing
herself into an upright position and stamping out the black–threatening pain of
her lacerated hands.


“Tolerable.” Ca’rrakk answered with a grunt, fur flat in
anxiety and irritation.


“Yeah, great. Let’s not do that again, okay?”  Perez remarked,
rubbing a bruised jaw.


“No promises, buddy.” Serros answered with a shaky grin.


“So not surprised.” Her EXO retorted.


“Major Hadarr, status?” Serros asked after having Commed her
CPA.


A crashing sound could be heard over the channel, followed
by several moments of silence and then another crashing sound reminiscent of a
stack of steel crates filled with seashells tumbling down the side of a cliff,
smashing into the rock face again and again before finally hitting turf.


“Lost her, Captain Serros. And my STV.” Major Hadarr’s
strained voice echoed throughout the shuttle, her tone frustrated and slightly
embarrassed.


“All right; we’ll pick you up and regroup. It’s not over
yet, people.” Serros replied. 


 * * * * * 


“According to Odass, the meeting between Lieutenant K’llan Z’arr
and our unknowns will take place tomorrow night at the Adrenix Factory at two
in the morning, local time. That was all he knew.”


“Do we trust his information?” Lieutenant Commander Diana Adeline
asked over the Comm, worry etched in her voice.


“Yes. He’s proven a valuable resource to Quorum Strategic
High Risk, Intelligence and Enforcement.” Hadarr answered the Ops and Intel Officer’s
query.


“Just like that?” Commander Marcus Perez asked, surprise
evident as he paced around the hotel room Nova Squad had rented for the day, the
team having decided it was better to not draw too much attention to themselves by
ferrying back and forth from Ophere to Excalibur. As accommodations
went, their quarters and the Harmunn Hotel were anything but impressive. 


“Ha. Just like that with a promise to not look too closely
into some shady business dealings and a generous fee for his information
services.” Avara added dryly, issuing her signature, crooked half–smile.


“Did the fence have any intel regarding what kind of forces
we can expect at the meet?” Lieutenant Naxos asked, his vibrato gently rolling
through the room.


“Unfortunately not.” Major Hadarr answered. “And setting up
recon tech may very well give the game away.” 


“Captain, please hold still.” Major Ca’rrakk
admonished, his large, fur–covered, four–fingered hands surprisingly gentle as
he adroitly treated first Serros’s ear then lacerated hands.


“Sorry.” Avara answered the Excalibur’s Senior
Science Officer and Nova Squad’s prime Field Medic. “Rygel, any hits confirming
Z’arr’s whereabouts?”


“Mm. None so far, Captain.” The Lieutenant responded,
fingering the bridge of his nose as he scanned data feeds coming in over his
CPA, river–water hued eyes flicking at a rapid rate over reports. “I’ve hacked
into Ophere’s local Peace Keeping network; a lot of chatter and effort to
ascertain who tore through a certain glass production company a couple of hours
ago,” Rygel said the last with a short chuckle. “But the PK has little that’s
helpful. Also, nothing useful as far as unusual transactions from Voss’s
finance centers.”


“Okay, Dane. Keep at it. There’s something… off about
Lieutenant Z’arr.” The Captain stated, trying place a mental finger on the
reasons for her instinct.


“If you mean ‘off’ as in our target slipped away from us, I
agree.” Belgrum Naxos commented, the trained, professional hunter and scout in
him irritated at the escape of their prey.


“No, I mean off in the sense that K’llan Z’arr doesn’t fit
the template of willing betrayer.”


“And why is that, Captain Serros?” Major Hadarr asked, a
skeptical cast to her voice.


“Because she could have let the glass–factory worker be
crushed and in doing so, have had a much better chance at securing her escape.
She didn’t.” Captain Serros said flatly, confidence growing as her thoughts
aligned with instinct.


“Many people commit crimes because they think their actions
are correct, or because they feel situation has compelled them to do so.” Major
Hadarr remarked, her sincerity of belief unusually easy to read, turquoise stare
challenging.


“Perhaps.” Avara replied with a shrug. But in her mind, she
replayed Z’arr’s actions and enacting of the K–Shield. “Either way, I want it
clear that our mission is to capture, not kill Lieutenant Z’arr.”


“If possible. No promises.” The Vosaia Major responded.


“If the Captain says capture, we capture.” Marcus Perez
declared, tone flat.


“If possible.” Hadarr repeated, non–committal.


“All set, Serros.” Ca’rrakk announced, interrupting the
tension between Perez and Hadarr before it could escalate.


The Captain cast a grateful nod at her Gorath crewmember,
flexing her fingers as the green Salu–Salve and her Arca PV did their work. Sliced
skin was already beginning to mend even as the Shield Operative fought the very
strong impulse to scratch her fiercely itching hands while the wounds visibly
knitted. “For now, the best we can do is prep our gear, eat, and grab some
sleep. It’s going to be a long night.”


“Aye, aye, Captain. I’m thinking bok–ten noodles and hyron
steak. I’ll do the run.” Perez declared, an almost boyish look of expectant satisfaction
on his rugged features.


















 


CHAPTER 5


The brightness of dawn’s radiance seeping into the small,
bare room did little to lighten K’llan Z’arr’s mood as she reflected on the
night’s events. She could feel, deep in her bones, that something was off about
her mission, and that something was steeped in dreadful implication.


The slim Vosaia found herself pacing the dingy confines of
her rented room in the Amren Sector, agitation pushing her to some sort of
physical release from nagging anxiety. Aside from the fact that no one should
have even been aware of her meeting with the Irdoi information broker, the
presence of her pursuer was what was most off.


Replaying each nuance of every moment within Revenant, the
chase, and their meeting, K’llan knew that her tracker was neither just an
opportunistic mercenary out for some ready money, nor a criminal trying to
obtain a valuable asset.


“Captain Avara Serros, Quorum Strategic High Risk,
Intelligence, and Enforcement Operative. By the Authority of the Quorum,
Consulate, and Ministry, you are to surrender yourself into my custody and
await charges.”


Z’arr repeated those words in her mind, felt again the quiet
yet certain sincerity and genuine authority in that silken alto. The Vosaia
also reviewed the nuances of the chase, appraising the woman’s skill and combat
training, yes, but also the incredible speed, accuracy, and physical strength
that could only equate to a single truth. Not only was this Captain Serros an
Arca, but an extremely high–leveled Arca, a V at the least.


No, Captain Serros was a Quorum Shield Operative. And
she believed it was her job to bring K’llan in before the Quorum. Almost as if the
Human was standing a breath away, here and now as light overtook darkness, K’llan
could see the mix of startling calm and passionate determination that rippled
in those kobalt–bright eyes.


With practiced resolve, the Vosaia shook away a shiver of
fear, sat down on the rented room’s faded carpet, and began to punch queries on
her Cognitive Processing Assistant, the holographic keyboard projected before
her rather than directly at her forearm.


It was going to be a very long day until she was to fulfill
her duty and meet Proconsul Far’allyn Tanad and make the Arca Microtech drop. Not
only was her mission in jeopardy, but she feared that it had somehow been compromised
before she had been given the assignment. With the appearance of a Quorum Shield,
misguided though she must be, Lieutenant K’llan Z’arr’s job just got a lot more
difficult, and it was time to get to work. 


 * * * * * 


The Adrenix factory was somewhat of an anomaly on Ophere,
for the surface–face of the buildings that made up the production compound was
a bright, almost painfully clean white and transparent sky–blue, reminiscent of
the Quorum capital of Sigil rather than most of Ophere’s black and steel
cityscape. The color of the buildings stood in stark contrast to the smoky night
sky, especially given the number of mellow lights that were kept permanently running
both in and outside of the structures as the night crew went about their labor.


The complex was owned and operated by Medex, the galaxy’s
premier producer of synthepatches, medibots, Salu–Salve, medical instruments,
and of course, Adrenix. Even though the company’s main headquarters was located
on Sigil, it was this factory that focused on producing a great portion of the
lattermost product for the company.


As they knew from Odass that the meet would take place in
one of the squat, adjacent processing and packaging buildings of the Adrenix production
compound, Nova Squad and Major Hadarr were situated on the rooftop of another
structure located at six o’ clock from their target.


Though they were all fully armed and wearing their silvery–steel
and royal blue suits of heavy–armor, each of the six were completely concealed
by camo–mods built into their armor that projected the image of their immediate
surroundings; in this case, black rooftops. The camouflage would fail as soon
as they moved of course, but for now, the tech meant that the squad was
completely protected from visual scanning. 


“Captain, I see a contingent of what appears to be armed personnel
at position eleven; they don’t look like standard mercs to me.” Lieutenant Rygel
reported quietly over the Squad’s active Comm channel.


“Copy that.” Captain Serros replied, moving her own scope to
the position the Excalibur’s Senior Communication’s Officer and the Squad’s
most accomplished sniper had indicated.


A fraction of a tic later, the Captain spotted the group, approximately
twenty in number. Given their rather sophisticated, if deliberately plain, arms
and armor and the professional manner in which individuals carried themselves,
Serros could immediately understand why Rygel didn’t think they were guns for
hire. At first glance, they appeared to be the compact height of Fosaki, with
wide–shoulders and barreled frames, with not a single one reaching higher than
five and a half feet in height.


Still, height and build was no guarantee of identity and can
easily be feigned, especially in heavy–armor. Even gender was not distinguishable
in the deliberately identical and plain battle–mail each wore, unusually so. Captain
Serros also found it more than a little suspicious that features were
impossible to distinguish because, despite it being the dark of night, the
entire group currently wore activated helmets with tinted visors. Most
interesting, one of the group wasn’t helmed or wearing heavy–armor. In
the center front was a Vosaia female with short silvery hair wearing a gray and
black skinsuit armed with a pistol.


“By their armor, they could be anyone, and note the Vosaia. Lieutenant
Rygel, please record. The Quorum will want to know.”


“Aye, Captain. Another traitor, do you think?”


“I… I think I know the Vosaia. I believe she is Proconsul
Far’allyn Tanad.” Hadarr announced, her normally emotionless voice holding a discernable
note of surprise.


“Damn. There is definitely more going on than
we are aware of. What is a Vosaia Proconsul doing with soldiers attempting to
look like disguised Fosaki Elites?” Serros queried.


“I don’t know.” Hadarr admitted.


“I’d say the obvious answer is that they are not
Fosaki.” Serros mused out loud. 


“Still no sign of Z’arr.” Lieutenant Naxos commented. Avara
could hear the Braxien’s voice hum with the suppressed tension and excitement of
the hunt. 


“Okay team, capture rather than kill just became even more
important for both Z’arr and the Vosaia Proconsul. Stay focused and stay alert;
revert to silence until the drop.” The Captain ordered quietly.


A few minutes later, a set of four factory guards let the
group of unadorned, gray–armored unknowns pass into the inner courtyard with
only a brief nod; after the Vosaia handed several bills to the lead guard.
A prearranged bribe. They then moved into the plaza and the unidentified soldiers
efficiently positioned themselves at the top of a dais–like, broad white–stone
step–way by a leaping fountain. Huge hourglass shaped planters surrounded the fountain,
with the containers’ slender birch trees happily piercing the night sky,
pushing towards the sleeping sun.


Tactical mind firing like mad, Avara noted that it was an
unusual move, for the position that the unknowns had chosen was anything but
secure or defensible.


Bit of a leap of faith there. Probably part of a pre–arrangement.


The soldiers had formed themselves into a semi–circular
pattern around the Vosaia official and another soldier, obviously the group’s commander
by the black–hash marks on his shoulder–plate, the only such of the entire
group to possess any rank insignia whatsoever. A different soldier then keyed
several commands into his or her CPA and then suddenly, there was a shower of
electric sparks in the courtyard. Extending the range of her vision, Serros was
able to spot the source of the electric flashes fairly quickly. All of the
security cameras on the premises. Though she couldn’t see Lieutenant Dane Rygel,
sensing a silent emotional snarl of frustration, Serros turned to look at the
position that the Captain knew her communications officer and technical wizard
was located.


The unknowns had managed to disable their cameras as
well.


The minutes kept dragging like an antiquated clock winding
down towards the end of its life–cycle until at least an hour had passed, and
still Lieutenant K’llan Z’arr had yet to arrive. Mech–like, each of the unknown
soldiers had, without a single twitch, held the exact same position the entire
time. The dearth of action was almost unnerving in the lack of humanity it
represented, giving credence to the possibility that they were indeed Fosaki.


Though originally a fully organic species, over the last
millennium, the Fosaki had gradually yet systematically added synthetic
enhancements to their people until truly, much of what was once organic–sentience
had changed into a fusion of organic and synthetic. Culturally, the Fosaki
believed that such an amalgamation was the highest expression of life,
surpassing any purely organic or synthetic form of sentience.


If the unknowns standing quietly below were
Fosaki, the threat to all the Quorum Systems was substantial; one only had to
think of the fate of the Ty–Lin race to grasp that danger. After a relatively
minor territorial dispute had broken out between the Fosaki and the Ty–Lin, the
Fosaki had methodically annexed or destroyed every last sector of Ty–Lin space.
Even worse, with machine–like systemization, genetic material had been
harvested and then the captured Ty–Lin people were rounded up and executed. The
genocide of an entire race accomplished in little over fifteen years.


Still, in many ways, the Fosaki were a threat from by–gone
days. As long as their sovereign space was respected, they seemed more than
content to focus on their own view of perfect society, untainted by
inherent chaos that pure organics perpetrated wherever they ventured. No,
Captain Serros was much less concerned with Fosaki–boogeyman than the very real
and living threat the Karukai Imperium represented, especially given the Dark
Reach Wars that had devastated billions only two brief human generations ago. Not
to mention the smaller scale, yet no less vicious and much more recent Karukai–Human
conflict, the Margrom War.


To again have open, intergalactic warfare break out with
the Karukai, especially with the Quorum so unprepared…


The implications were as terrifying as Karukai preparedness
and intent were obfuscated. Pierced by vivid flashes of Margrom War, Captain Avara
Serros had to consciously loosen her grip on her AR, file those feelings away
for another day, and push herself to focus on the moment and on the mission
alone.


The Captain’s effort was aided when less than ten minutes
later, her gaze snapped to a flash of bright royal blue and Lieutenant K’llan
Z’arr came into sight. Through the sniper–scope of her Warlock L5, Serros could
clearly see that like herself and Hadarr, this time their target also wore full
battle armor, the hue a matte black with pale blue markings. Her thick hair was
tied back into three tight buns set to rest at the base of her neck. At her
waist was what Serros comfortably identified as a Gladiator Rubex GHT6
Adaptable Pistol/SMG; on her back was a Zadex Widowmaker IV.


Lieutenant Z’arr moved tranquilly, in full view of the unknowns
and the single Vosaia among them, stopping before the others by a dozen or so
paces. Yet despite her calm demeanor, Serros could somehow sense that the
projected air of ease was a façade, and that the Vosaia STF was anything but serene.


A shiver shot through the Quorum Shield’s body like a slap
as she realized that something was about to happen, and years of battle
experience had taught Avara Serros to accept the warning, even if she couldn’t
quantify the feeling. With a deep breath, Serros again found her center and
extended her SP Arca enhanced hearing to capture the words being exchanged
below.


“Agent Z’arr. A pleasure to see you again.” The short haired
Vosaia greeted cordially in Avenos, the Vosaia language. Her tone held all the
graciousness that only a career politician, or possibly a professional card
shark, can project.


“And you, Proconsul Tanad.” Z’arr responded in the same
tongue with a deferential incline of her head.


“I assume because we are standing here you have the
package?” The Proconsul inquired, dark eyes clear.


“It is in my possession, Proconsul. I only require a print and
voice ID to certify authorization.”


“Of course, Agent Z’arr.” The woman answered, then turned to
her right. “Tedrar, if you will.” The helmed unknown that Avara had marked
earlier as the unit’s commander nodded and then without a word, walked towards Lieutenant
Z’arr. When the commander reached the STF Agent, the soldier simply held out a
hand, again without utterance.


Z’arr dug into a pouch at her waist, removed a small data–screen
and after keying in a few commands, handed it over to the waiting Tedrar. The commander
then returned to Proconsul Tanad and handed her the portable data–screen. The
Vosaia government official placed the five fingertips of her left hand on the
screen and then intoned in an official voice: “Proconsul Far’allyn Tanad, zero–zero–nine–XR–five–TT–three.”


With her Arca enhanced vision and hearing, Captain Serros
could see the small screen light green and could hear the gentle chime of
confirmation. She could also see Z’arr’s purple eyes covertly tracing and
marking every move the intermediary and Proconsul made. With a nod, the
Proconsul sent the fully armored commander back to the STF Agent with the data–screen.


K’llan Z’arr confirmed the screen then stated politely,
“Thank you, Tedrar.”


“You are welcome.”


At the feminine voice, Z’arr’s hand froze mid–move from
retrieving something else… the Arca Microtech Enhancement data?… from
the same pouch.


“Proconsul Tanad,” The STF Agent pronounced firmly, hand
casually inching away from her pouch and closer to her pistol, “please have
Tedrar remove her helm.”


The Vosaia representative’s faint smile faltered as she asked
“Excuse me, Agent Z’arr? Each member of my guard is deliberately wearing full, heavy–armor
to conceal his or her identity as well as for protection.”


“Acknowledged. However, I insist that Tedrar remove her helmet
now, before the exchange. I am sure you understand; this is a legitimate
security measure.”


“Agent Z’arr, identification of my mercenary guard was not
stipulated in our exchange agreement penned by our seniors. Now do your duty.”
Tanad’s voice had turned frigid, her tone that of a superior to a subordinate
expecting to be obeyed.


“Exactly. I will do my duty. The helm.” If anything, Agent
Z’arr’s tone was even colder and more resolute than the Proconsul’s.


The entire group as well as the still concealed Nova Squad seemed
clasped by absolute stillness for several, high–pressure seconds. Then without
warning, Tedrar’s fist lashed out at Z’arr’s head with the speed of a launched
missile, only to contact empty air.


Z’arr had reacted with astonishing swiftness to evade the
blow, her open palm slamming with unerring accuracy into the other woman’s more
vulnerable neck from her crouched position. Z’arr then followed the strike up with
a half spin, sweeping her leg under Tedrar’s and causing the commander to spill
to the ground. However, the action resulted in the belt pouch at Z’arr’s waist
slipping free as a dying Tedrar made a grab for its contents. 


Avara couldn’t make out whether or not she succeeded in retrieval
of the pouch, for a heartbeat later the entire plaza erupted into pandemonium
when Proconsul Tanad shouted “Execute Z’arr and bring me the data!”


Immediately, bullets started slicing through the air as Lieutenant
Z’arr jumped and then rolled to somewhat dubious safety behind the plaza
fountain. Having hardly reached cover, Serros heard the Vosaia STF Agent forcefully
yell: “Command Guardian enacted!”


At Z’arr’s cry, four of the huge birch planters literally
exploded, revealing fifteen foot tall, iron colored battlemechs ponderously
shaking free of cracked porcelain with miniature avalanches of soil tumbling
down plating and circuitry. Without delay, the mechs began to fire enormous cannons
at the gray–armored unknowns and at the Vosaia Proconsul, interrupting their
concentration on Z’arr.


Contemplating the scene for an instant, Captain Serros deactivated
her camouflage and stood to her full five foot ten height, keyed the Voc
enhancement feature of her armor, and then clearly shouted, “In the name of the
Quorum and on Shield authority, I order all present to cease fire and stand
down immediately!”


The unknowns and two Vosaia paused their actions for all of
a split second, then the Proconsul and her forces frantically began attacking
Z’arr again even as Tanad screeched, “Get me the data and kill the false Shield
team!”


 “So much for a peaceful surrender.” Marcus Perez grumbled
over the team’s Comm.


“Was that really necessary, Captain Serros?” Major Hadarr
hissed.


“All right, Squad,” Serros began, even as she dropped back
into cover, bullets zipping past the place her head had been a moment before.
“The data, Z’arr, and Tanad are our priorities. Perez, Rygel, and Ca’rrakk: I want
the three of you on cover–fire and neutralizing the guards and mechs.”


Cocking her head in Major Hadarr’s direction, Serros addressed
the Vosaia who was perceptibly angry about the attempt at gaining a cease fire that
had surrendered the advantage of surprise.


A small part of Avara found a certain level of satisfaction
in being able to elicit some measure of emotional response in the typically
emotionless Major as she ordered, “Hadarr and Naxos, I want the two of you to
ensure that the Vosaia Proconsul lives and that she’s placed into custody for
investigation. Remember, our mission is not assassination.” Serros made
it clear by her hard gaze that the last was intended for the Vosaia Major, and though
Goyan Hadarr’s lips tightened in response, she offered no verbal disagreement.


Addressing the group as a whole, Serros announced, “I will
capture Z’arr and the data. Let’s be about it.”


Avara nodded once at the Chorus of "Aye, Captains"
that followed then, under covering fire from the rest of Nova Squad and Hadarr,
shot her grapple–gun and speedily slid across the span between the rooftop they
stood upon and the far end of the courtyard where Z’arr was firing at the unknowns
from cover.


While enroute, two shots slammed into the bright steel and
royal blue trimmed durexium plating of her armor, forcing Serros to grip her
grapple attachment harder, but doing no lasting damage. Before reaching the end
of the line, the Captain released her hold and dropped some fifteen feet to the
ground. She quickly rolled into cover behind a thick stone bench as the still
unknown enemies fired their ARs.


Seconds later, the two hostiles who had been concentrating
fire on her suddenly dropped to the stone pavement by well–placed sniper shots.


Dane’s handiwork, Serros mused, well familiar with
Lieutenant Rygel’s expertise. 


The Quorum Shield Operative took off towards the Vosaia STF
while firing one of her Volturno’s converted to SMG mode at the gray–armored enemy
determined to eliminate aid for Z’arr by eliminating Serros. With an ease born of
decades of practice and finely honed skill, the Captain locked her shots. Almost
more quickly than the eye could follow, one, two, three, then four of the gray–plated
soldiers dropped in sprays of blood as her gun–fire ripped through armor and
flesh alike.


The Captain was only about thirty paces away from Z’arr when
the ground below her feet suddenly vibrated and the sound of metal scraping
against stone shot through the space to her left like recycling gears grinding junkyard
scrap to plates. Serros managed to flatten herself next to another overturned
stone bench and planter just as the mech trained its sights and showered her
position with heavy canon fire. The bench adjacent to Captain Serros cracked with
a sound like a clap of thunder, and a fountain of rubble and dust clouded the
air as shot after shot blasted her cover and the surrounding pavement.


With a grimace, Serros grabbed two K–Grenades mag–attached
under her left pectoral plate, and thumbing off the safetys,’ leaped up and out
of her rapidly disintegrating cover. Half–way through her jump, she extended
her arms and tossed both grenades. The projectiles smacked into and adhered to
the surface of the mech’s metallic frame. Just as Serros landed on her feet, a
deafening boom–boom sounded throughout the plaza and the metal automaton
exploded in flame, spraying molten metal and slag dozens of feet from its
position.


Quickly casting her gaze, Captain Serros locked onto Lieutenant
K’llan Z’arr gunning down two gray–armored soldiers and moving across to the
far side of the courtyard. Z’arr was obviously using the distraction Serros and
her team had produced to make her way from the fire–fight. With a grunt of
determination, Avara began sprinting after her mark.

















 


CHAPTER 6


Commander Marcus Perez swore to himself as he caught sight
of another fifteen gray–armored unknowns dashing into the plaza. The security
guards that had been bribed earlier to let them pass were gunned down when they
didn’t step out of the way soon enough.


Turning toward the Vosaia Major, Perez said “Hadarr, you and
Naxos go; we’ve got this.”


Goyan Hadarr nodded once, then fired her own grappling gun
and glided through the air in the opposite direction Captain Serros had just
taken.


“Do not get shot, Marcus!” Lieutenant Belgrum Naxos commented
just after he released his own grapple.


“Where’s the faith, mi amigo?” Marcus responded
with a grunt, the query punctuated as he fired his hand–cannon with a vengeance
at the remaining mech and a cluster of scrambling unknowns. The mottled red,
orange, and yellow skinned Braxien hissed with laughter as he shot down the
line in a surprisingly graceful maneuver for a being of his size.


As he, Rygel, and Ca’rrakk continued to pepper the hostile forces
with fire, Commander Perez found himself wondering at the skill of their
opponents. That they were good was unquestionable. After the initial surprise
of Nova Squad’s appearance, the firefight had turned into more of a stand–off
than not. Little was truly known about the Fosaki in the Quorum Aligned Systems
save legend, yet there was a certain rhythm to fighting and battle, and the
enemy’s combat style seemed vaguely familiar. As he automatically responded to
several shot patterns, the Excalibur’s Executive Officer couldn’t quite
shake the feeling, almost as if he was experiencing déjà vu.


“Commander, eleven o’ clock!” Dane Rygel’s voice
snapped Marcus out of his battle reverie and he spied the cause for Dane’s concern
almost immediately: a gray and black–marked clad pair of hostiles armed with
hand cannons sighting their position. Their trigger fingers were already squeezing.


“Time to go!”


Lieutenant Rygel ignored Perez’s command for a split second
as he snipped one of the two in the throat, yet in that instant, the other’s hand–cannon
projectile left its barrel. The three members of Nova literally jumped
towards the standing grapple cables, each using their gloved hands or weapons
to shimmy along the cords to safety rather than grappling–grips.


With a deafening boom–crash, the roof of the building
they’d been standing on exploded into an eruption of concrete, glass and metal,
causing Rygel to whip through the air for the last twenty feet or so of the
drop and tumble to the ground.


Dane smacked onto his side with bone–crunching force that Marcus
knew would be, thankfully, mostly absorbed by his armor. Swearing rather
creatively in his native Old–Terran French, the marksman and tech expert
scrambled to his feet even as Marcus covered them and the trio ducked behind a
sky–car sized, hexagonal bronze statue.


“Merveilleux! That went well, yes?” Dane whooped.


“Absolutely; we should do this all again, real soon!” Marcus
quipped in return, drawing and then firing two controlled bursts from his Valkyrie
NSII rifle.


“The two of you act like such cubs.” Ca’rrakk
growled, green eyes glowing as he tagged an incautious enemy in the shoulder.


Grinning a bit like a madman, the fair–haired Lieutenant
fired a round of his own, causing one of the soldiers to scream in pain as a
left foot was shot off. “Do you think the others are having as much fun?”


“I have no doubt.” Ca’rrakk answered with a low mutter.


 * * * * * 


Lieutenant Belgrum Naxos and Major Goyan Hadarr pelted
across the raging courtyard battlefield at Arca enhanced speed, dodging fire
and leaping over obstacles with incredible and unnatural agility and grace. It
took only minutes for the two to come within range of their target, the silver
haired Vosaia Proconsul, Far’allyn Tanad.


Catching sight of the Braxien and Vosaia racing towards her,
the brown eyed Proconsul sucked in a breath and started firing in their
direction. Though the Proconsul seemed reasonably skilled, each of her shots
fell woefully short of their target as the two leaped, rolled, or simply
blurred to the side of the seeking bullets with a rapidity and skill that clearly
illustrated how outmatched the Vosaia politician was.


With a snarl, Tanad yelled “Intercept!” and then
turned and ran.


The four gray–armored hostiles that had been flanking Tanad took
up a static position and trained their ARs at their two enemies bearing down on
them. Naxos and Hadarr tumbled away from each other to dodge the first assault
rifle barrage, though the Braxien was clipped on his shoulder and Hadarr in the
thigh.


The two responded by simultaneously tossing K–Grenades,
causing the four to futilely attempt to scramble madly away.


“Go!” Major Hadarr cried with a chop of her hand forward.


Belgrum nodded and charged into the confusion, loosing a
spray of kobalt–fueled AR fire even as Hadarr covered him with well–timed shots
from her own rifle. Feeling the frenzy of hunt and battle flame through his
core like a ramped–up power generator, Naxos brushed past the one still
standing hostile to swipe at the Proconsul’s back. Behind him, Belgrum’s
saurian senses could taste Hadarr’s competent elimination of the last gray–clad
enemy as once more the smell of death erupted in the air.


“Proconsul Far’allyn Tanad, you are placed in protective
custody under Shield Operative authority until transfer to Sigil and an
investigation is initiated.” Goyan Hadarr announced calmly, her sharp eyes
deposits of flint for all the warmth they exuded. “Drop your weapon.”


Naxos stood to her side, his eyes scanning for any
interference, but the remaining hostiles still in the courtyard were pinned
down by Ca’rrakk, Rygel, and Perez. Captain Serros and her target were nowhere
to be seen.


“Major Hadarr! You dare arrest me?” Tanad growled in
response, dark eyes blazing. “I am a member of the Vosaia Consulate and you and
I report to the same masters!”


“Yes. And I act as they would have me; you do not.” Hadarr
answered, barrel never wavering.


“Really?” Tanad asked, her voice tinged with incredulity as
she shot a glance at Lieutenant Belgrum Naxos. “When only one stands here to
interfere?”


At the Proconsul’s words, Belgrum’s aquamarine eyes swiveled
between the two Vosaia, tongue flitting to the taste the air and the strange
note of certainty and edge–walking hysteria in the Proconsul’s tone. From the Quorum
Shield Operative, Naxos could taste nothing. It was as if the space
where she stood was a void of emotion or presence. The Braxien found himself
wishing that the Captain with her Synergy Arca Enhancement was present to
reassure him that he did indeed stand with another being, not an empty vessel
that appeared to be a person.


“I represent the Quorum and the Consulate. What do you think
our masters wish? An identified, rogue member of the Consulate
selling Arcatech secrets to the enemy?” Hadarr’s voice held scorn, yet again, Belgrum
could sense no real emotion.


Surprisingly, the Proconsul seemed to calm at the other Vosaia’s
words. “I see.” With a quick swipe of her fingers, the politician punched a key–command
into her CPA. “What I do, I do for the Vosaia.” Tanad stated with a strange
dignity. A moment later, her body ripped into a spray of blood and then a
thousand pieces of nothingness as the micro–charge that was either on or within
her body detonated.


 * * * * * 


Unknowingly echoing her Executive Officer’s sentiments, Avara
Serros found herself experiencing a strange sense of déjà vu as she focused her
speed and reactionary senses to reach the Vosaia STF Agent who ran at a near
equal pace through the far end of the courtyard. Z’arr was making her way to a
side entrance that the Captain knew from Nova’s debriefings to be the main processing
and packaging location for refined Adrenix. Serros watched as the Vosaia was
forced to pause a moment for the automatic double–doors of the building’s west
end to open before she disappeared inside.


Close on her target’s heels, Serros slid to a half–stop on
the slippery smooth, mustard yellow and blue flooring of the building’s atrium
before catching a flash of sapphire hair whipping around a corner. The two,
pursuer and prey, ran flat–out past startled employees through a series of
short, cross–cut mustard yellow hallways that melted together in a nauseating
blur until the corridors opened into a cavernous processing hall. Huge spigots
held aloft on automated track positioned on the structure’s low ceiling
methodically spat yellow Adrenix into enormous, circular shaped glass vats. The
impressively sized drums were then rotated away on track for storage and
shipment to major hospitals, medical facilities, and military distribution
centers across the galaxy.


The Captain could see numerous workers of various races calibrating
and checking each vat that after being filled, was hermetically sealed and then
packed for shipment in reusable and padded durexium drums. Despite the
carefully wrought seals, Avara noted that all of the Adrenix packaging employees
wore full covering: protective suits with oxygen filters intended to stave off
any negative effects from exposure to high amounts of the adrenal enhancing
agent.


After a wave of dizziness and a sense of euphoric
infallibility shot through her body like a bullet when she inhaled a gulp of
air a little too deeply, Avara could understand the precautions very
well. Though the place was a nix addict’s paradise, too much exposure would
equate to extreme neurological breakdown, with the eventual result of being
reduced to a near or fully vegetative state.


With a conscious mental exertion, Serros dampened the
effects of the drug and narrowed in on her quarry. Agent Z’arr seemed to be
having similar issues, for the Captain saw her shake her head and half stumble
to a halt. Avara didn’t blame her since she knew that the only reason she
herself was less affected was due to her Physical Potency and Vitality
Enhancement, an augmentation that from her research, Captain Serros knew Lieutenant
Z’arr did not possess.


The Vosaia was just reaching to key a command into her CPA,
probably to activate her armor’s retractable helmet to protect herself from the
toxic vapors, when Avara decided the time to speak had come. “Agent Z’arr,
wait!”


Rich violet eyes snapped to Serros’s own dark blue orbs,
searching. “And would it be prudent for me to do so, Shield Operative?” The Captain
could tell by her position, loose yet almost thrumming with an easy tension,
that the Vosaia was ready to drop into a fighting crouch at a second’s notice.


“Yes.” Serros answered calmly, her posture relaxed. “I need you
to accompany me back to Sigil and the Quorum to resolve questions about that
Arcatech Enhancement data you carry.” 


“I would, yet others seem to feel the same way. I believe
you met them, outside?” Z’arr’s tone held a note of grim humor but her eyes were
intent, measuring.


“Oh, we weren’t formally introduced.” Serros replied with a
shrug, matching the pearl–skinned Vosaia’s tone. “Too many bullets interspersed
with some dying precluded proper acquaintance. In fact, I was hoping you
could help me out with that.”


“Unfortunately I cannot, as it seems I do not know who they
really are myself.”


“Well, why don’t you come with me and we can figure it out
together?” The Captain offered.


“Intriguing, Captain.” The Vosaia commented. “However, trust
is in short supply today, you see. Just as I do not seem to really know who they
are, I also do not know who you are. For myself, I think the prudent
course would be to contact the Vosaia Consulate directly.” 


“It does seem to me that you’ve had an unpleasant day
at the office, Agent Z’arr.” Captain Serros agreed, deliberately keeping her
tone and energy amiable, unthreatening. “Have you considered that someone
associated with the Consulate is most likely connected to your day’s
difficulties?”


“Of course.” Z’arr agreed without pause. “It has also
occurred to me that you are apparently connected with a person who precisely
fits that description. In fact, I would go so far as to say that you and Goyan
Hadarr seem to be rather closely associated, at that.”


Almost despite herself, Avara offered a genuine, if rueful
laugh at what must have been Z’arr’s first impression at seeing the Captain and
Major Hadarr together at Revenant. “She and I are not acquainted very well
at all, I assure you. As you’re no doubt aware, we happen to have the same
employer, the Quorum.”


Agent Z’arr shrugged in response, and Serros could detect a
faint relaxing of tension in the motion. “Well, I am not entirely surprised,
especially given what I know of Major Hadarr’s reserved reputation. However, I also
know that as a former STF and a current Quorum Shield Operative, she is
ideally placed to be the cause of my ‘bad day’ at work. To avoid an even worse
day, I suggest you and I peacefully part ways, Captain.” 


“I can’t do that, Lieutenant Z’arr. I was tasked by the
Quorum to bring the Arca Microtech data back to Sigil and you in for
questioning.” Serros could sense the spike in tension that cracked through Z’arr
at her words, and that the Vosaia was about to bolt.


“K’llan, please. You can trust me.” Avara said, using the
Vosaia’s name for the first time. “I will bring you safely to the Quorum.” Looking
directly into Z’arr’s rather remarkable violet eyes, Serros purposely lowered
the cognitive barriers she had been trained to keep around her mind. With a
gentle flex of her will, she employed her Synergy Enhancement to radiate the veracity
of her claim. The Captain poured her sincerity and her sense of self towards Lieutenant
K’llan Z’arr, counting on the Vosaia’s racial empathic and quasi–telepathic
gifts to strengthen the reception of such a mode of communication.


K’llan Z’arr felt as if she had been suddenly tossed into an
icy pool of water, so great was her shock at the sense of this Human’s emotions
and mind. Yet cold was not the correct word for the sensation. Indeed,
warmth would be the more appropriate descriptor for the actual sense of the
woman that was flooding her senses. K’llan was astounded by the sheer power
of the Human’s nya, her soul–energy ringing with a purity of self and
will she had rarely encountered even in aged Vosaia. And the Human was doing it
deliberately, consciously opening a window into her soul so that K’llan would
be able to judge the authenticity of her claims by a means that usually only Vosaia
or Karukai can even attempt to employ. More, K’llan could feel
the truth of Serros’s words. Against all expectation and as if reading words
from a child’s primary, K’llan abruptly understood the basic framework of who Captain
Avara Serros was.


At that moment, enveloped in the undeniable warmth of Captain
Serros’s bared soul, K’llan felt no hesitation, no doubt birthed in the fear of
duplicity, only a sense of certainty, of rightness. The sensation was curiously
reminiscent of childhood feelings of safety, of contentment and home.


And then that feeling was brutally ripped apart by a flash
of searing pain as a spray of bullets tore into Serros’s armored flank, casing the
Human to issue an involuntary scream of agony.


Captain Serros whipped her head around to see the gray–armored
soldier that had just fired. The hostile was standing in front of one of the
empty glass vat–lines that methodically creaked towards ceiling–affixed Adrenix
funnels. With her side sheeted in fire, Avara struggled to gain her feet as she
watched the enemy shift focus. Assuming she was eliminated as a threat, the
soldier was now training his assault rifle on the Vosaia STF Agent, who stood as
if transfixed.


Avara could feel confusion and raw pain radiating off
of Z’arr. The Vosaia was clearly roiling from the slicing pain of feeling the
bullets that tore into Avara during the psychic connection the two were still,
somehow, unexpectedly locked in.


With a scream, the Captain brought her will to bear and by
fusing her DSA, KS, and KB Arca augmentations, channeled the kobalt fueled energy
coursing through blood and viscera to sheath her body in midnight blue energy
and then shriek through the air with unnerving force. A living missile, Captain
Avara Serros slammed into the gunman and propelled both of their bodies through
four separate empty vats and into the wall behind. A deafening sequence of crack–booms
tumbled within the work space as the two crashed through containers and smashed
into the wall with a thundering clap, thick shards of industrial glass spraying
the room like shattered stars. Blackness warred with the almost primal elation
Avara felt at taking down the enemy who’d first shot her and then had been so
intent on spending the STF Agent’s life.


Still striving to dampen the pain of their connection, K’llan
almost frantically ran through the debris of the decimated packaging floor to Captain
Serros, who was obviously disoriented as she struggled to regain her footing.
From the far left corner of the room, Z’arr spied another gray–armored enemy.
K’llan whipped her pistol into position and snapped off three shots in less
than a heartbeat before the hostile could follow through with a rifle–blast
that was definitively trained at the back of the Human’s skull.


Gradually regaining some sense of equilibrium but still struggling
to reach a sitting position, Avara took a closer look at her downed assailant,
much of which was now a blood–drenched, pulpy mass of flesh, glass, and durexium
armor. Still, as her mind sluggishly resolved what sight had captured, surprise
flashed like a persistent on–duty alarm.


The soldier’s helmet had cracked during their flight through
the glass vats and rather personal acquaintance with the half–sundered wall. As
a result, the right side of the soldier’s helmet and visor was entirely missing,
revealing a decidedly feminine face, skin snow–white except for the deep red
whirls that traced her left cheek and utterly bald, alabaster head. Eyes the
same crimson hue as her skin markings stared into space, the verity of death
settling in as her heavy lids twitched once in a final, nerve induced ripple.


“Oh… By She Who Watches! A Karukai!” K’llan Z’arr
gasped as she reached the Captain, sounding as if she herself had just been hurtled
into a wall by the revelation.


“Yes. A Karukai keeping her identity outwardly secret while somehow
walking freely on a Quorum world. All with the aid of a Vosaia Proconsul.” K’llan
noted that Serros’s tone held less shock than her own.


A bare second later, the face that so riveted their
attention disappeared before their eyes in a whirlwind of exploding flesh as
the entire body detonated, horrifically spattering the two with gory residuum.


“A micro–explosive programmed to go off in the case of lost
life signs after a certain period of time.” Serros announced, voice low and
grim. “Like a Grey.”


“A Karukai… But… the implications,” K’llan uttered, her
voice trailing off as horror gave way to implication. Her quick mind began
rapidly connecting fact and potentiality, with frightening inference swirling into
deadly clarity.


“Exactly.” Serros remarked, as if she could hear the Vosaia’s
thoughts.


 And perhaps she could, Z’arr mused, for she could
still feel the Human’s cognitive and emotional presence as a steady thrum in
her being, like a heartbeat.


Without thinking about it, K’llan extended her hand to the Human
Shield Operative. “Tell me Captain Serros, what is it about you and glass?”


Casting a quick look at the room’s devastation, Serros
chuckled, a somewhat crooked half–smile playing about her lips as she replied,
“My mother would call it my personal brand of creative expression.”


“That is not the term my mother would use.” K’llan rejoined
with an answering smile. 


“Thanks.” Serros said as the Vosaia helped her to regain her
feet.


“Consider it a fair return.”


Helping to steady the Captain’s balance, the Vosaia realized
for the first time that she had come to the Human’s aid without question. It
was a thought that was quickly followed by a conscious and acute awareness of
their proximity. Both of her arms were around the tall Human’s armored waist, and
the Shield’s left arm was draped around the Vosaia’s shoulders. Inky black hair
spilled across Serros’s smooth forehead. K’llan had to halt the sudden impulse
to touch the curling strands, push them away from those unusual, dark blue eyes
framed by long, soot colored lashes. The two were of similar height, the Human
only an inch or so taller, and as such, Z’arr could taste the air that Serros exhaled,
so close were their faces.


“Interesting.”


Despite her injuries, Captain Serros’s reflexes seemed
undiminished as she quickly drew her pistol and spun, muzzle trained on the
speaker.


With her dark armor covered with dust and, obviously due to
some rough physical activity, blue–silver hair askew, Major Goyan Hadarr stood
half a dozen paces away, her pistol held at the ready, its barrel focused on K’llan.
Looking into those fixed, blue–green eyes, K’llan held no confusion whatsoever about
the other Vosaia’s intent.


“Captain Serros. It is good you reached and located our
target. Now please step away.”


“No.” The Captain responded, and seemingly without conscious
thought, used the arm still slung around K’llan’s shoulder to protectively push
the younger of the two Vosaia behind her. “She has agreed to surrender into my
custody to be brought before the Quorum.”


K’llan was a bit startled at the Human’s announcement and
gesture. True, she had been about to place herself in the Captain’s
custody, before the attack, but had not actually said so.


“Has she indeed?” Major Hadarr asked, her eyebrow quirked
inquiringly, tone somewhat bemused yet rolling with hardness. “She is a
traitor.”


“No, she is not.” Serros declared, voice certain.


“Captain, there are Karukai present and Lieutenant Z’arr
intended to give these Karukai the Arcatech data.” Hadarr proclaimed, and
K’llan could tell that the Major was attempting to be reasonable, yet her tone
was irremovable. Interestingly, K’llan could sense nothing from the woman and
was left with only vocal inflection and delivery to ascertain Hadarr’s
emotional state. The empathic silence was most unusual given that they were
both Vosaia.


“Shields are granted full autonomy and the power to act as
they see fit in any given situation, Captain Serros. All with the express recognition
and support of the Quorum. Our very purpose is to deal with threats to
the Quorum Aligned Systems that common soldiers and politicians are not able to
contend with due to the potential for failure and catastrophic outcome.”


Slowly moving towards K’llan and Captain Serros, pistol
still extended, the Vosaia Shield Operative finished her argument with, “As I
said, Agent Z’arr is a traitor, and I intend to exercise my Shield
authority in this matter.”


“You mean you intend to commit murder, without proof or
trial.” Captain Serros answered, and K’llan could feel Serros striving to keep
her rage in check, struggle to keep the situation civil.


“I mean I intend to do my duty and eliminate a significant
threat.” Hadarr returned.


“STF Agent Z’arr did not know that the Karukai were
involved, and I know for a fact that her intent was not treasonous.”


“You know, do you?” Major Hadarr asked, eyes flashing
as she attempted to burrow into her fellow–Shield’s meaning. K’llan was not reassured
by the predatory gleam that suddenly lit those hard eyes.


“Ah. You know. I see, with no proof at all. Captain
Serros, I submit this is not a judgment call you are fit to make.” Hadarr
asserted, looking the Human up and down, followed by glancing at K’llan then
back again at Serros. “You are Shartah. You have fallen under this Vosaia’s
influence, a victim of our abilities. You will recover in time, yet it is clear
to me you must remove yourself from judgment in this matter.”


K’llan could feel Serros’s mental wince at the older Shield
Operative’s words, the emotion quickly submerged as she responded evenly, “No.
My will is entirely my own. I know you’re aware of my Arca Microtech
Enhancements and as such, you also know that one of them is a Synergy
Enhancement.”


Major Hadarr cocked her head in silent acknowledgment of Serros’s
assumption of Hadarr’s diligence and preparation for her assignment, including
in–depth research of her mission partner.


“I have seen this woman’s nya.” Serros continued,
using the Vosaia word for life–energy, spirit, and soul combined. “I know she
is innocent of treason.”


The Major’s nostrils flared and eyes widened slightly at the
other’s proclamation.


K’llan was equally pulsed by Captain Serros’s knowledge of
Vosaia culture. Though given that she could still feel the psychic link
humming between them, Z’arr was much less startled at the Human’s ability to
read her than she would have been otherwise. 


Once more, K’llan could feel Captain Serros deliberately
project her belief, her sincerity towards another, this time Major Goyan Hadarr.
Though it was clearly a strain, she also maintained her connection to the other
Vosaia so that K’llan would comprehend what she was trying to accomplish. Through
Captain Serros, K’llan was granted a window into the empathic communication. Unlike
with Z’arr herself, however, there was no release of barriers, no complete
meeting and connection with Shield Operative Hadarr. Major Hadarr’s own
cognitive and psychic barriers remained fully drawn. Still, K’llan knew that she
was receiving the message.


Minutes passed as the two Shield Operatives silently
regarded one another, the Special Task Forces Agent observing their exchange
yet also a participant. In some strange way, K’llan Z’arr felt like she and
Hadarr were on opposite sides of a pendulum, each balancing against the fulcrum
that was the Human woman who literally and figuratively stood between them.


That precarious equilibrium was unexpectedly shattered as
several others arrived, all clad in silver and royal blue armor, the Human Ministry’s
blue sun–symbol evident even though their species varied. K’llan noted two Humans
and a Braxien and Gorath male. The Vosaia recognized them as the same team members
who had helped Captain Serros track Z’arr through the city night roof–tops and
glass factory the evening before.


“Captain?” The dark haired, burly Human male asked, taking
in the tableau before him.


“It’s all right, Marcus.” Serros replied, eyes still locked
with Hadarr.


“It is?” The ebon–furred Gorath rumbled.


The entire group of newcomers took in the scene for the
space of a single drawn breath, then as one, their assault rifles all raised to
point at Hadarr.


Interesting. Absolute, instant, and unwavering loyalty.


K’llan’s thought was promptly smothered as the tension in
the room became almost unbearable, the varied group of people locked at the
precipice of unleashed violence, seconds ticking by.


Finally, Major Hadarr announced, “I do not know if you are
correct, Operative Serros; indeed, I fear that you are not.” With her eyes
never wavering, the shorter haired Vosaia quietly lowered her pistol. “However,
I do believe that you believe.”


K’llan watched as the Major started to walk away, then stop
and cock her head back over her shoulder towards the Captain. “I also believe
that you are a remarkable Human, Captain Avara Serros.” Then addressing the group
as a whole, the Vosaia Shield Operative added, “Well, we should be on our way.
I can already hear the Peace Keeper alerts ringing though the Medex grounds,
and your Captain has been injured.”


“Can’t leave you alone for a second, Captain!” The Gorath
commented, rapidly moving over to Serros and taking stock of the blood
dribbling out of the grape–sized hole in her silver and blue armor that at
least two bullets managed to penetrate. K’llan could sense the Gorath’s obvious
concern and affection for the Captain in his grumbling tone.


“Yes, well, you know me; I always attract the best sorts,
Ca’rrakk.” Captain Serros responded, dry humor ringing in her voice.


“Harrumph! Maybe for a Human.” Ca’rrakk complained,
nodding at the Captain to spur her to key–in the heavy–armor’s control sequence
on her CPA. Within moments, the armor had fully collapsed and retracted into
itself and lay still on the ground in its T–Frame, leaving Serros clad in a black
and dark blue skinsuit.


“I see you’ve managed to damage a perfectly serviceable piece
of equipment again.” The Human male, Marcus, commented, the worry in his
eyes belying his flippant tone.


That concern increased as the Captain’s face drained of
color and, K’llan could tell, without a conscious thought, Avara reached out
and grasped K’llan for support. It was a support that K’llan had simultaneously
and unhesitatingly offered.


“Your armor’s automatic dispensation systems applied Salu–Salve
to staunch the wounds and Adrenix to keep you on your feet, but we need to get
you back to Dr. Argos to remove the bullets and properly seal the wounds.”
Ca’rrakk declared, inspection complete.


“Understood. Rygel, prepare to meet with our approaching
storm of locals; cite Shield authority.” The Human ordered, seemingly unruffled
by her state of injury, as if such was quotidian to daily existence.


“You got it, Captain.”  


“Marcus, please take Lieutenant K’llan Z’arr into protective
custody.” Serros told the caramel skinned Human. “She is to be treated with all
courtesy.”


The last held a double meaning K’llan picked up on
immediately; Major Goyan Hadarr would not be allowed to visit the prisoner.


“She is, huh?” Marcus Perez asked, glancing back and forth
between Serros and K’llan. “I must have missed quite a bit.”


“You did. Prepare for an immediate debrief after I visit Jenna.”
Wearily turning her head about the room, Serros said, “All right Nova Squad.
Let’s get to it.”


















CHAPTER 7


Consumed with pacing the small confines of her room for the
second time in the last hour, K’llan Z’arr forced herself to stop her
ambulation and return to the wall–bunk and sit down. She found herself wishing
it was as easy to order her thoughts as her body as she breathed deeply and
began to execute the centering and calming exercises of macti that she had been
practicing for an entire Human lifetime.


As far as prisons went, her accommodations could have been
far worse. The QS Excalibur’s brig was small but clean and even
comfortable, though spartan in design. An undersized writing desk, chair, bed,
toilette, and of course durexium bars comprised the room’s major features.
Needless to say, K’llan had exhausted the possibilities of her new quarters
rather quickly. By her reckoning, she had been aboard the primarily Human
vessel for just under a day and except for a humorless and silent duo of guards
that brought her Vitani Serum and a change of clothing, she’d had no contact
with any other person.


With a flash of frustration that threatened to splinter her
efforts at meditation, K’llan thought that the isolation might actually be for
the best, given how off–balance she felt and the very real gravity of her
situation. For the first time in her over two–centuries of life, she felt
utterly out of control regarding her own fate. She held no doubt that not only
had it been intended from the start that she fail her mission to safely deliver
the Arcatech data, but also that she serve as the unwitting executor of High Treason
against the Consulate and the Quorum. What she did not know was who the
orchestrator of the scheme was, and if she was traveling right now to be judged
by the very person or people who wanted her branded a traitor.


The potentials were many, yet her instincts prodded her
towards the three people that by involvement and position were the most
plausible suspects. Obviously, the now dead Proconsul Far’allyn Tanad was all
but a given. However, her apparently deceased Mission Operations Handler, Nanzai
C’lann, as well as Shield Operative Goyan Hadarr were also not to be ruled out.
For all Z’arr knew, the three could have been operating in collusion.


Despite their legendary diplomatic accomplishments and
innate empathic gifts, Vosaia tended to be very absolute and unwavering in
their hard–edged views of any act against the interests of the Vosaia people. Z’arr
feared that especially because of who she was or, more precisely whose
daughter she was, any issued judgment would result in even harsher ruling. This
would be especially true in the face of the present political climate within Vosaia
society. In fact, she may have been chosen to fall because of the
rampant debates running through the Vosaia Consulate and rippling into the
wider galaxy’s affairs.


And she was stuck here in this cell, helpless to investigate
or construct a defense against the inevitable accusations that awaited her upon
arrival at the Quorum capital. Her only choice was to trust in the fact that
she was indeed innocent and in any efforts Captain Serros may or may not
take.


Damn!


And there it was again, the other source of her feelings of
lack of control and inability to find the internal equilibrium that usually
came so easily to her.


Captain Serros.


It seemed that no matter how much effort she put into the
endeavor, she could not escape the unrelenting and entirely irritating fashion
in which her thoughts continually seemed to turn and return to the Human
Captain. Though still young by the standards of her people, K’llan had certainly
already lived a very full life and was by no means inexperienced in interacting
with others, even non–Vosaia. By the same mark, she had empathically connected
with scores of people over the years, family, friends, lovers, and colleagues.
It was hard for a Vosaia not to join with those she interacted with on a
regular basis, at least at a very basic level consisting of flashing
impressions and emotions. Yet the joining she’d underwent with Captain Serros on
Ophere and within that battered Adrenix factory had been unlike anything she
had ever experienced before. K’llan had felt like she had both swallowed and been
swallowed within the soul–essence of who Captain Avara Serros was, almost to
the point of momentarily drowning. It had been an utterly unique experience, to
say the least.


More, K’llan knew that the truth of the link was reciprocal
and that the Shield’s experience was twin to her own. The depth and sheer strength
of the connection felt more like descriptions she’d heard of true Bonding,
which was simply ludicrous. Such relationships typically took decades to
develop, not to mention that Serros was Human! The possibility should be
nonexistent. Regardless, whatever the meaning of their connection, the exchange
was nothing more than a distraction from the very real danger of the situation
she found herself to be in.


“Lieutenant Z’arr, I assume you are not sleeping?”


K’llan opened her eyes to see a familiar burly Human man
standing before her bars, arms held loosely at his sides. He was dressed in the
Human Navy’s more casual, every day uniform of iron gray and dark royal blue, with
his shirt sleeves rolled and snap–buttoned up, displaying impressively muscled
arms. Her training and parentage meant that she knew enough about Humans to
ascertain that many of his own species would find him to be attractive, in a
rugged sort of way. Professionally speaking, if his bulky frame and scars were
any indication, it was clear he was battle tested.


Turning to the guard on watch, he ordered “Please give us
some privacy, Sergeant.” The younger Human female nodded, offered a swift
salute, and then exited, leaving the brig empty except for the two of them. 


“I am Commander Marcus Perez, Executive Officer of the QS
Excalibur. Captain Serros asked me to update you as to our status and
see to your comfort. I am to be your liaison while you are aboard.”


Despite herself, Z’arr felt a tug at her emotions at the
mention of the Quorum Shield Operative’s name, as well as a ping of
disappointment that Serros had not come herself. Shaking the sentiment off like
a wet shroud, Z’arr focused on the officer that she identified as one of the
Shield’s prime squad members, an individual that seemed to be held in
particular trust by the Human Captain. “Yes, thank you, Commander; I remember
you.”


“Captain Serros has ordered our Senior Operations and
Intelligence Officer, Lieutenant Commander Adeline, to conduct a full
investigation into the appearance of the Karukai presence on Ophere as well as Proconsul
Far’allyn Tanad’s connection to them.” His eyes, a rich tone reminiscent of
deeply polished sandalwood, seemed to study her with the force of an iron
hammer trying to break into a delicate eggshell. “At the same time, she has
asked Adeline to predicate her investigation upon the assumption of your
innocence, and Captain Serros has already made contact with military legal
advisors she’s acquainted with on Sigil to do the same.”


Meeting his gaze, K’llan reigned in the rush of relief and
reassurance she felt at the realization that yes, as promised, the
Shield Operative would indeed aid her. “Thank you, Commander. I am very grateful
for Captain Serros’s efforts.”


“Mm.” Without any apparent sense of self–consciousness, he
continued to intensely stare at her for several moments that slid uncomfortably
into minutes, looking for something while she remained quiet. Finally, he asked
“And do you deserve her efforts?”


His words were quiet and facial expression relatively
neutral, but to her Vosaia–born empathic senses, his sentiments certainly were
not. K’llan could feel the swell of powerful emotions surge with his
question. Respect, protectiveness, affection, trust, devotion, and attachment;
all were evident. This Human loved Captain Serros deeply, and quite clearly, he
would do everything he was capable to safeguard and support her. Implicitly,
K’llan also knew that Commander Perez’s question was a test. An assessment that
she could feel was important not only for the investigation that in all
likelihood her freedom and very life rested upon, but also, given the… unusual
link between herself and the Human Captain, the query was potentially critical on
another level entirely.


Stifling dozens of reactionary responses, K’llan
deliberately met his piecing gaze with one of her own and answered simply.
“Yes.”


After a few more tense moments of scrutiny, he stated “Be
sure of it.”


“I am.”


 “Good.” His energy almost visibly mellowed and stance
relaxed. Pulling up a stool, Commander Perez sat right next to the bars then,
while keying his CPA, announced “I need you to tell me every detail of your
mission, from start to finish. Include data, initiation, parameters, and
contacts, etc.”


“I understand and agree, Commander.” K’llan responded, and the
two got to work.


 * * * * * 


Marcus found himself spending the majority of the next two
days in the company of the Vosaia detainee, pouring over every detail of Lieutenant
K’llan Z’arr’s mission to transfer the Arcatech X research to her supposed legitimate
drop person, Proconsul Far’allyn Tanad. He found her to be incredibly astute,
detailed, and organized. Her insights were carefully thought out and presented,
yet she didn’t shy away from expressing ideas or willingness to expand her own perceptions.
Additionally, though he could tell the situation caused her a great deal of
distress, especially when news reached them that a full Quorum Tribunal
was being assembled on Sigil to determine whether her actions had been
treasonous or not, Lieutenant Z’arr bore it well.


As they finished going through the facts as well as their
findings and analyses while he ate a late dinner, by the end of their second
day, Marcus felt the two had accomplished as much as they could with their
current information. Stretching his neck until he felt a satisfying crack of
joints and tendons, he finished off his third cup of coffee that evening in a single
swallow. Completing the stretch, Perez rested his portable data–pad on one knee
as he shifted position on the hard chair he’d become only too well acquainted
with over the last couple of days.


“We have to remember that as far as the investigation pertains
to you, all we really need to do is provide reasonable proof as to a lack of deliberate
culpability.”


“But will that be enough?” Z’arr asked him, her tone measured
as always, but he could hear genuine worry in her voice as she sat back in her
own chair behind cold durexium bars.


“We’ve done good work, and Lieutenant Adeline and the
lawyers have done even more. In the end, there’s no actual evidence of you
working with the Karukai, and a decent trail indicating that you were
faithfully following orders.”


She nodded, but then with an openness he’d not seen before,
remarked, “I hope what we have will be sufficient. I fear that politics will
lead my own people to push for harsh sentencing, evidence or no.”


Curiously, Perez asked “I’ve never thought of the Vosaia as
a harsh people. In fact, their reputation when not at war is that of galactic ambassadors.
Is their response really likely to be so hardnosed?”


“Unfortunately, yes, and for many reasons.” Z’arr answered,
stifling a resigned sigh. “The majority of Vosaia despise the Karukai
for their addiction to non–consensual Feeding on sentients and their slave
system. We also abhor the Karukai’s militaristic societal structure predicated
upon expansion through conquest. Yet, perhaps even more importantly, Vosaia also
greatly fear the galactic community ever equating the Vosaia and Karukai as one
and the same, or even similar.”


With a somewhat self–deprecating smile, Z’arr added,
“Anything that could even remotely cast doubt on the carefully protected
and projected image of Vosaia culture, especially restraint, wisdom, and self–control,
causes the Consulate to move immediately to eradicate such notions. Finally,
the entire situation is being heated by a small, yet growing number of Vosaia
who believe unification with the Karukai is the best course for galactic peace.”


Shaking his head, Marcus couldn’t help but say “But, your
mother was the one responsible for creating the serum that allows your people
to control their… biological needs; totally opposite from the Karukai. That has
to win points in your favor.”


“My mother will certainly attempt to exert her influence,
but due to her very role in creating Vitani Serum and the fact that she is a
living symbol to my people, many will actually react even more severely than if
my parentage was different. So you see,” Z’arr continued in a quieter tone, “our
evidence may not be adequate.”      


Marcus smiled a bit tiredly but he knew his voice was
confident as he shrugged his shoulders and offered, “According to the Captain,
we just need to know exactly where you were set up, not why or by whom.”


“Let us hope she is correct then.”


“Don’t worry; she usually is, though sometimes she can be pretty
irritating about it.” He said the last with a small laugh.


Smiling back at him, Marcus saw that Z’arr internally fought
about whether to ask her next question, and that her desire to know got the
better of her.


“You have served with Strategic High Risk, Intelligence, and
Enforcement Operative Serros for some time?”


“Over eighteen years. At her recommendation, I took the post
of Junior Tactical Officer when she became EXO aboard the MS Niobe, just
a few years after the Battle of Arden Secundus.”


Perez could tell she was closely considering his words,
actually biting a blue–blushed lower lip in concentration. “My people know of
the Battle of Arden Secundus. A large force of Karukai slave raiders attacked
the Human colony, laying siege to the city Knossos. She… she was a leader in
that engagement, yes?”


“Yep.” Marcus responded, hiding an inner grin. It had taken
her the full two days but now that they were at the bottom of the ninth, so to
speak, it seemed the Vosaia was finally going to ask about the one topic she
seemed to go out of her way to avoid almost as much as she clearly wanted to
address: Avara.


“After Captain Vai was seriously injured,” Perez continued, “and
Executive Officer Lutoi was KIA, then Lieutenant Serros took command and
was able to lift the siege. She completely broke the attacking force. Over
twenty–thousand Human non–combatants owed her their lives on that day, not to
mention soldiers. In recognition of her actions, at only twenty–three, she was
given a VS Commendation and granted the Primus Star. A little less than three
years later, she was promoted to Executive Officer of the MS Niobe,
which was quite a coup under Captain Vai, let me tell you.” 


 Shifting in her seat, Lieutenant Z’arr absently tugged at
the stiff neckline of her borrowed clothes, Ministry Naval casual wear. “I had
heard her name before, of course, but until Captain Serros informed me of who
she was on Ophere during our chase, I had not connected the face with the name.
After, I performed some research to confirm her identity. It was then that I
knew something was amiss about my mission.”


Marcus nodded, seeing the reasoning. “Captain Avara Serros
is currently the most decorated officer in the Human Ministry Navy, and the
youngest Human Shield to ever be appointed by the Quorum. It’s hard not
to wonder when a person like that is telling you something’s off.”


Z’arr brought a single leg up, foot on her chair, and then after
slinging arm across knee, followed up with, “You said Captain Serros recommended
you for the post aboard the Niobe. That means you knew her before?”


“Yes. For many years.”


“If it is not improper, may I ask how you met?”


Over the last two days, Marcus felt he’d begun to know their
Vosaia prisoner, and realized she had a certain pattern to her speech. The more
uncomfortable she was, the more formal she became. He wasn’t entirely certain
if it was a Vosaia thing or simply a part of Z’arr’s character, but her
reaction held meaning. At the same time, though he wasn’t sure how else to
describe it, he also knew something had… shifted inside of Avara down on
the planet of Voss within the Medex complex when she’d been in the company of this
STF Agent. Given that Lieutenant Z’arr acted almost as if she was poking at a
sore tooth that she couldn’t quite let alone whenever Avara was mentioned, he guessed
it was a two–way thing.


As Z’arr continued to look at him with those large, beautiful
violet eyes, he realized he’d probably been silent too long when she shifted
once more to an upright position and said “I meant no disrespect, Commander
Perez.”


Following his gut and making a decision in that moment to trust
her, Perez responded “No, no, it’s fine. I was just thinking about your
question. I met Avara Serros when my family moved from Aracruz to Port Tien on
Kylos. I was eight years old; she was ten. We grew up together, went to the
Academy together, and obviously served together. From primary school on, we’ve
been in more scrapes than you can imagine. Not to mention more than one ‘adventure,’
as she calls it. Like her madré, I usually just call it trouble.”
With a throaty chuckle, Marcus added, “Though I admit, I’m usually laughing
when I say it.”


In response, Lieutenant Z’arr half–smiled herself, as if at
some recollection, and Marcus Perez again wondered what exactly had taken place
between the Avara and Lieutenant Z’arr. “That explains the connection I have
sensed that the two of you possess.” Z’arr commented slowly, nodding as she
chewed over his words and he realized, in a very real way, probably his
emotions at the same time.


Watching her, he could feel that there was another question
she wanted very much to pose, but this time restrained herself. As the silence between
them expanded, Perez was unsure of what exactly to say, but he did realize that
he liked this sincere, sometimes overly formal, intelligent Vosaia.


He stood up, stretching with the movement. “I think we’re as
prepared as we can be on this end. On Lieutenant Adeline’s side, we’ve ID’d
some shady financial activity connected to Tanad, and we’ve begun to craft a
trail linking her to Nanzai C’lann, your murdered mission handler. Things seem
to be piecing together.”


Moving to her feet as if standing to attention, Z’arr
inclined her head in a formal fashion, yet her tone was genuinely friendly.
“Thank you, Commander Perez, for all of your efforts and the efforts of the
crew. Please convey my gratitude to your Captain.”


“No worries, Lieutenant, just doing our job. I’ll check on
you tomorrow.”


“Thank you again, Commander.”


Just as he was about to exit the brig, Marcus turned to the
Vosaia, still stiffly standing in her cell. “Captain Serros also wanted me to inform
you that she won’t be able to check on your status in person for the duration
of our trip. Given what Major Hadarr accused on–planet, she felt it would be
best for your case if she did not.”


 Just for a moment, Perez could see warmth suffusing those lilac
eyes, then she masked the emotion behind another formal bow of her head. “Gratitude
once more, Commander.”


 * * * * * 


“Captain Serros, I simply do not understand why your squad
is so obviously exerting continued efforts to prepare a defense for K’llan
Z’arr. If you and your crew have so much spare time, then it would be better
spent trying to ascertain if there are any other collaborators involved. The
data has been recovered and the traitor has been captured; our mission is complete.”
Goyan Hadarr’s voice actually rose a fraction from its normally steady setting,
indicating her genuine annoyance over the situation.


The QS Excalibur was less than two days away from making
the Quorum capital of Sigil and Commander Marcus Perez knew that this final
argument between the two Shield Operatives had to be addressed and settled. But
still, that didn’t mean he had to enjoy it.


Sitting across from her fellow Quorum Shield Operative in
the Excalibur’s Strategy Room, Perez could tell that Avara was
struggling to mask her own irritation at Hadarr’s questioning and refusal to
look outsize the narrow box of her own perceptions. “Operative Hadarr, I assure
you that as part of the investigation, we are most certainly exploring possible
Karukai agents. Additionally, as a Shield, I believe it is my job to
acquire surety in regards to the guilt or innocence of any person we present to
the Quorum.”


Hadarr raised her hand as if gesturing her incredulity to
the universe. “Captain, with all respect, that sentiment is unbelievably
idealistic and naïve. Our responsibility is to do what the Quorum cannot to
keep the Aligned Quorum Systems safe. The moment we could have extended that
directive in regards to Lieutenant Z’arr has passed. Now she is the Tribunal’s
responsibility.”


Marcus could see Avara’s night–blue eyes turn molten at
Hadarr’s mention of “moment” and “directive,” knowing full well that the Vosaia
Shield was reminding the Captain that if she’d had her way, K’llan Z’arr
wouldn’t be alive so there would be no need for a Tribunal at all.


“We must simply agree to disagree, Major Hadarr.” Avara
answered levelly. “In the end, what does it matter to you that I intend to be
thorough in my investigation and that I believe the findings do not support guilt
on Lieutenant Z’arr’s part?”


The Vosaia’s turquoise eyes widened at the Captain’s statement
as she leaned over and clasped her hands on the top of the sleek, black–glass
topped conference table and HUD. Perez almost absently noted that her pale blue
facial swirls were different than Z’arr’s, both in pattern and their more muted
coloration. “Captain, we were jointly given this assignment. What each of us
does reflects upon the other and, like it or not, we are a team in this
mission. I feel it would be much more appropriate if we are in alignment when
we present our findings.”


Obviously recalling Delegate Sweetwater’s emphasis on the
diplomatic importance of the assignment, Captain Serros offered peace with a
smile. “I agree with your sentiments, Major. I don’t think we have to be seen
as in opposition to one another in this matter. We can present the compiled data
and our individual opinions when asked.”


Watching the Vosaia Shield Operative’s expression, Marcus
could tell that though generally stubborn and marginally prejudiced against ‘the
inferior, shorter lived races’ or no, Hadarr wasn’t immune to his best friend’s
charm. If it had been up to Marcus, he would’ve already launched one at her
pretty jaw.


“Captain, I am pleased you understand my point of view, but
we still disagree as to Z’arr’s guilt or innocence and so are not in
alignment.”


“But Major, based on the actual, quantifiable evidence, is
that statement accurate?” Serros asked reasonably. 


Lieutenant Commander Adeline took advantage of momentary
silence to shore up the Captain’s case as she volunteered, “What we know for
certain is as follows: One, STF Agent Handler Nanzai C’lann gave the assignment
to Z’arr to recover the Arcatech X research data from ApexArcatech. And
that the Proconsul Far’allyn Tanad had been cited as her drop–off contact. Two,
we have obtained proof via transportation records that Tanad was on the planet Thalia
and in the capital city of Allune the same day C’lann was found murdered in the
city.”


Barely pausing for breath to maintain her typical FTL rate
of speaking, the highly competent Intel and Ops Officer keyed two commands on
her CPA. The few retrievable feeds that the Squad possessed of the disguised
Karukai and Tanad silently streamed on the HUD. “Three, during the exchange
between Z’arr and Proconsul Tanad, Lieutenant Z’arr was clearly attempting to
achieve veracity as to Tanad’s legitimate authority to pick up the data as is evidenced
by her use of the data–pad ID set. Four, Z’arr notably became suspicious as to
the identity of the then unknown guard since she demanded that the commander remove
her helm for identification.”


Shifting slightly, A continued her reasonable verbal barrage.
“Five, with Z’arr’s refusal, Tanad had her forces open fire on Z’arr with the
clear intention of killing her. Six, the supposed Fosaki mercenaries were
actually disguised Karukai and clearly, Tanad knew this and was in collusion
with the Karukai, begging one to again remember points one and two.
Point seven: Lieutenant Z’arr actually saved Captain Serros’s life at the Medex
facilities, shooting a Karukai before she could fire on the Captain; not a personally
advantageous action for a traitorous agent trying to make her escape with the
data.”


“Finally,” Adeline began as she lightly tapped chocolate
colored fingers on the HUD table and sucked in a quick breath to finish her
recitation, “Point eight, Z’arr followed her rather altruistic action by surrendering
peacefully.” Adeline smiled as she completed her summation, an expression of
earnest belief evident on her attractive features. 


“I do believe all eight points certainly present reasonable
doubt.” Major Ca’rrakk added from Adeline’s left, jewel–bright feline eyes half
closed in a relaxed position, yet missing nothing.


“So you see, Major Hadarr, given our information, I believe
you and I are in alignment.” Serros proclaimed in her clear, somehow
innately inclusive voice.


As the others, Perez sat silently while Captain Serros and
Major Hadarr regarded one another. Marcus found the hushed yet intense
consideration between the two Shields to be reminiscent of finding them
starring at one another across their pistol barrels on the Adrenix processing
floor.


Not a particularly comforting image.


He also found himself half–wishing for his rifle, but let
the thought fade, trusting Avara’s judgment.


“I believe that the arguments as presented do equate to
reasonable doubt, Captain Serros.” Major Hadarr finally stated, her hands
folded in her lap. “I still find it not our occupation to focus on
whether or not reasonable doubt is extant, but here we are. I shall defer to
your judgment at the Tribunal.”


“I am pleased, Major Hadarr. Quorum Shield Operatives should
be able to rely on one another.” Captain Serros responded, again gifting a
smile and letting sincerity color her voice.


“I agree, Captain Serros, for Shields face forces and
choices that few others ever shall.” Despite himself, Marcus found a modicum of
respect seeding inside at the Major’s words and almost melancholy tone.


“Only too true, Major.” Serros answered, a haunted look
snapping in her eyes and then disappearing again so quickly that he doubted any
but himself would have caught it.


“Very well then, Captain. I believe our business is
conducted for now, yes?” Hadarr asked, standing up from her chair.


“Yes, Major Hadarr; gratitude to you.” Serros answered
formally, inclining her head.


Marcus almost smiled as Hadarr’s blue–silver brows shot up
at the Captain offering the traditional Vosaia expression of thanks combined
with respect, a phrase that also acted as a greeting or leave–taking.


“Gratitude to you, Captain Serros.” The alabaster–skinned
woman answered and then exited the Strategy Room, leaving the rest of the Excalibur’s
Senior Officers alone together.


“Il est bon! That went surprisingly well, wee?”
Lieutenant Rygel blurted, not so surprisingly being the one to give
voice to what the others were thinking but deemed impolite to say aloud.


“Yes.” Captain Serros agreed blandly, offering a slight
upturn of her lips. Looking around the rectangular table at her Senior Officers
and Nova Squad members, she asked “Okay, anything else to add in regards to the
Tribunal?”


“Not really, no. I believe we are fully versed in Tribunal
procedure and every scrap of data that we can find has been gathered, collated,
and organized for presentation.”


Nods accompanied Lieutenant Commander Adeline’s words.


“Excellent work, all of you. Diana, can you please have a
Vosaia uniform appropriate for Lieutenant Z’arr prepared for her to wear at the
Tribunal? We want her represented as who she is, including position, rank, and
honors, not as a criminal. Appearance matters, after all.”


“Yes, Captain.” Lieutenant Commander Adeline replied, making
a quick note with her CPA.


Stretching her arms by clasping her hands behind her neck and
leaning back in her seat, Marcus thought Serros looked somewhat worn as she inquired,
“Anything else that needs attention?”


“Senior Engineering Officer Philips recommends that while
we’re at Sigil, we should dry dock the Excalibur and perform a complete
fueling systems flush of our QGST drives.” Perez reported. “She’s due.”


“Yes, it would be wise.” Lieutenant Philips quietly
seconded.


“I think we’re all due.” Serros replied with one her crooked
half–smiles. “Very well; it’s a good time for it since we’ll be hanging about
for the Tribunal. Might as well have our Quantum Net tubes undergo maintenance
at the same time, especially as the whole Quantum and Gravitational Suspension system
will be off–line for the flush anyway.”


After Philips nodded in affirmation, Dr. Jenna Argos cleared
her throat and, absently stroking the tip of her freckled nose, the short–haired
physician announced “I think you have something there in regards to the crew,
Captain. It has been just under two months since our last rotation of shore
leave, and as you say, since ‘we’ll be hanging about’ anyway, it would be an
opportune time.”


With a nod, Serros agreed. “Not to mention Sigil is a better
place than many for the crew to avoid any trouble.”


Marcus just couldn’t help himself. With a snort, he asked,
“Since when do you avoid trouble?”


Before the Captain could respond, Adeline chimed in, “Oh please,
Perez. Everyone aboard ship knows about your penchant for bar brawls and off–key
singing while on leave.” Her normally stilted Old–Terran English accent somehow
made her comment even more humorous. It was a fact that was attested to by the
burst of chuckles around the room.


“Called you, Marcus.” Avara laughed.


“Right, cuz you never find yourself in those
situations.” Marcus fired back, glad to see some of the tension she’d been
carrying slip free, even if was at his expense.


“I find the Commander’s vocals to be quite pleasing to the
ear.” Ca’rrakk claimed, puzzlement clear as his pointed ears twitched.


“Yes, well…” the Captain began, clearly unsure how to tell
her crewman and friend that by Human standards, Gorath "music" was
enough to send a stadium of people running for ear plugs. “My mother’s a
musician, so let’s just say, Marcus isn’t quite there yet.”


Naxos hissed in amusement, the Braxien squad member understanding
Serros’s sidestepping of Human opinion regarding Gorath music.


“Mm. Understood. Practice should remedy the situation.” The
coal furred Senior Science and Junior Medical Officer suggested.


“So would a vow of silence.” Lieutenant Chopa added, brown
eyes mirthful.


“All right then, non–singing shore leave it is.” The Captain
declared with a final laugh. “Marcus, please put together a leave roster and
you and A work in tandem to comprise a list of any other necessary maintenance
requirements for while we’re at the Quorum capital. Might as well get
everything done at once.”


“Aye, Captain.”


Rubbing her eyes and then standing, Marcus was reminded of
the late hour when the Captain announced, “I don’t know about the rest of you,
but for me it’s time to retire. Dismissed and pleasant night.”


As the others filed out, Perez noticed that Adeline shot a look
at him and lingered with the Captain. Getting the hint, Marcus waited to leave
with the Captain and Operations Officer. The three walked out of the Strategy
Room together and began moving to the elevator lifts, matching Serros’s
standard brisk pace.


“Are you feeling well, Captain?”


“Yes, I’m fine.” Serros answered Adeline, brow quirked in
puzzlement as she regarded the earnest expression of the slightly shorter
Lieutenant Commander. 


“I mean, from your wounds?” Marcus watched as his friend
half reached out to his oldest friend as if to lay her fingers on Avara’s arm,
then stop herself.


So, she’s noticed the shift, too. Not surprising. The
thought effortlessly slid to the fore of his mind as he watched Adeline watch Avara.


Despite the late hour, other crew members on various errands
and ship business wove around the three highest ranking officers of the Excalibur.
Even in the somewhat cramped, iron gray and royal blue colored durexium
hallways of the Human frigate, the passerby’s made room and offered salutes and
respectful nods, all of which the three officers just as consistently returned
in some fashion or another. The gentle illumination of the deck lights and the
low thrum of the ship’s QGST drives served as a fourth and constant
companion as they made their way through the ship. It was a comforting
familiarity that for all his years of space travel, Marcus never grew tired of.


“Ah, I see.” With a smile, Captain Serros regarded the Excalibur’s
Senior Operations and Intelligence Officer who, Marcus mused to himself, was undoubtedly
Avara’s second closest friend.


Serros clasped her arm around Adeline’s shoulder for a
moment in a friendly fashion. “I’m almost totally healed, A. So,” the Captain
added with mock severity, “don’t think you can get out of our sparing session
tomorrow, oh–six–hundred sharp, Lieutenant Commander.”


“Yes, Sir!” Adeline responded, her gaze warming for the
Captain as it did for few others. “Don’t think I’m going to go easy on you,
either.” The strong–boned third in command added as the trio reached and entered
the lift, the Captain issuing a command to go to Deck 3.


“I’d be disappointed if you did, Diana.” Serros replied.
“Same goes for you on Tuesday morning, Marcus. Be ready.”


“Ha! Don’t forget, I was Captain of the Boxing Team
at the Academy; you were Junior Captain.” Marcus shot back.


“Keep holding onto that victory, Perez. Don’t you forget,
I was occupied with also being the Captain of both the Macti and Marksman Teams.”
Avara’s comment was deliberately smug, designed, he knew, to make them laugh.


“It’s on, Serros!” He responded with exaggerated heat
as the lift came to a stop and she half–stepped out of the double doors.


“Happy to oblige. You two going to Deck 3?” She asked the
last with a jerk of her head down the hallway towards the Officers’ Quarters.


“No, 8 for us; we did not have a chance to eat super.”
Adeline answered.


“Well enough and good night, then.” Serros offered a final
nod as she stepped back and the lift doors closed.


Adeline was unusually quiet as she and Perez walked through
the ship’s corridors and made their way to the Mess Hall. The two grabbed some
of the left over grub that Mess Chief Tanner had overseen the preparation of
several hours ago for the approximately ninety–eight person crew of the Excalibur.
Marcus sat down heavily on the smooth–backed bench of one of the Hall’s currently
totally empty trestle tables. Adeline slid into her own seat across from him.


“Alright A; give. What’s whirling around in that loco
head of yours?” Perez finally asked, enthusiastically scooping spoonfuls of steaming
pork and onion fried–rice into his mouth.


“Let’s just say that between the attitude of our temporary
team member and the work generating presence of our brig–warmer, I shall be quite
glad when the Vosaia are off our ship.” Her tone conveyed an impressive level
of annoyance.


“You’re not usually a person that dislike aliens.” Marcus noted,
studying her.


Brow furrowing, she responded, “No, ‘tis not that I take
issue with Vosaia on general principle; quite the opposite, in fact. My
complaint is very particular as to the disruption brought about because of the
presence of our specific guests.”


“Yeah, things have certainly been interesting, and can’t say
I’m fond of the new Shield Operative, but something tells me you’re not quite
giving me the full story,  Pirotécnica.”


“Whilst I hate say it, even though I find Major Hadarr to only
be remotely likeable, I too do not quite understand why Captain Serros is
spending so much time building a defense for Agent Z’arr.”


“You know Avara; if she feels a certain course is the right
one, she’ll take it no matter what.” Marcus replied. “I mean really, think
about why she formed Nova Squad in the first place.” Adeline reluctantly nodded
and Perez knew he didn’t even have to mention the three words that sprang
immediately into the space between the two at his observation.


The Cindrex Affair.


“Still, I feel like this is something more.” Adeline
continued after another moment’s contemplation, furrow deepening. “Sure, the
Captain should submit our findings and her recommendations, but the Sigil Peace
Keepers can certainly handle the investigation and trial without our help. It’s
their job, after all.” Adeline actually pushed her hardly touched food
away across the table and, using her elbows as a prop, rested her chin in cupped
palms.


“Keep going.” Perez invited, spoon waving at his friend to
get the last of it out.


With reluctance plain as a K–Blast pasted on her face, Adeline
asked practically in a whisper, “You don’t think that there is anything to the
Vosaia ability to psychologically, um, influence, the people around
them… Z’arr and Captain Serros? I mean, even for Avara, she’s being seriously
single minded, don’t you think?”


Having known Adeline would eventually bring the topic up,
Perez stifled an internal sigh, put his spoon down, and trained all of his
attention on her, directly meeting the worried gaze reaching across the table.
“No, I don’t think Avara is under any kind of racial influence, Adeline.”


With her words almost tripping over one another in her rush
to get them out, Adeline continued, “I mean, I did research the possibility,
and given current accepted theorem and my calculations, due to Avara’s Synergy Enhancement
and the fact that we all know that the Captain is as strong willed as
they come, it does seem like a remote possibility, but still…”


“Diana,”


She looked startled to hear him utilizing her given name
rather than her surname, ‘A,’ or his personal nickname for her, Pirotécnica,
since the first week they’d worked together. Given how speedily her mind
constructed, examined, and then compartmentalized ideas, yet again he was
reminded that the moniker of ‘firecracker’ was especially appropriate based on the
rate her neurons must fire. Not to mention her usually carefully controlled
temper.


“I’m fully confident that Avara remains entirely self–determinant.”


Relief seemed to poor off of the lanky–framed Lieutenant
Commander like ice cream melting down a sugar cone. Still, Perez knew she
continued to be confused. Despite her truly remarkable mind, she wasn’t quite
able to fit the puzzle–pieces together. Her left hand absently began tapping
the table top in agitation.


Knowing that at this late hour they were utterly alone in
the Mess Hall, Marcus reached his hand over to his friend and clasped her table–drumming
fingers within his palm. “Diana, the Captain isn’t being influenced by Vosaia mental
skills, pheromones, or whatever. But I do think it’s time to talk to
her.”


The long forbidden topic.


Diana Adeline sucked in a huge breath then stuttered out “I
am not exactly… I’m not sure what you mean, Marcus.”


“It may be your last chance, A, to tell her how you feel,
before someone else steps into that place in Avara’s life. And then you can’t.”
It seemed like it shouldn’t be possible, but Lieutenant Adeline’s rich, dark
skin paled with Marcus’s words. He could see it, in her eyes, that she finally grasped
the reason for the shift that she and he, Avara’s closest friends, had picked
up on since Ophere.


“But I, I just cannot, Marcus. She’s a bloody Arca
with a Synergy Enhancement! She must know already, and that means she simply
does not feel the same.” Two whisperless tears tracked a course from Adeline’s dark
orbs. “So you do understand, Marcus, my stepping into that place in Avara’s
life simply is not an option, and I have known it to be true for quite some
time.”


In all the years he’d known her, Marcus had seen Diana Adeline
cry precisely once before, during the Margrom War, just as he had at the brutal
savagery they’d been forced to witness, to futilely try and staunch. The
memories of smoke, ash, and so much death came to him then. He remembered Avara
weeping with them.


Perez squeezed Adeline’s hand all the tighter as he remarked,
“Ah, Pirotécnica. In some ways, you and she are so similar;
qualitatively genius level intelligence, literally top of your respective
classes, but at times, recognize so little. I don’t think she does
know, A.”


Striving for calm, Diana asked, “You really think not?”


“I really, truly do not.” Marcus affirmed. “But I meant what
I said, A. The time is now, and it’s passing. You’ve been in love with her for
years; tell her.”


“But what if I do and she doesn’t feel the same? And we work
together… And what if our professional relationship or our friendship is
damaged? I just can’t, Marcus!” 


It was hard for Marcus to see his normally imperturbable
friend so fragile. “I don’t know if you’re gonna get the answer you want, but
as to the rest… do you really think her to be so small, Diana, or are
you just scared?”


It took her a bit, but Marcus knew she’d come around eventually.
“No and yes, Marcus; no and yes.”


“Okay, then.” He said with an encouraging smile.


“Okay, then.” Adeline echoed, a delicate determination
rooting in her tone. A second later, as the reality of her statement closed the
difference between mouth, mind, and heart, she loudly smacked her palm to forehead
and fervently exclaimed, “Oh, Bloody Hell!”


Chuckling, Marcus grabbed her practically untouched plate
and contentedly started digging in. “I’ll eat to that!”


















 


CHAPTER 8


The speeding swirl of incredibly tall, sky–piercing and
primarily snow and silver colored buildings swept through and blended with the very
clouds, covering the entire visible expanse of land below. The sparkling, glass–constructed
and obelisk–shaped structures jutted upward from the ground to support the innumerable,
straight bridges of the capital city. With each obelisk acting as a conduit connecting
the metropolis’s dozens of concentric and layered levels, altogether the whole resembled
a vertical stack of massive wheels. The sun–blessed cityscape was truly
breathtaking.


Sigil. Both capital world and city of the Quorum as
well as the most populous and diverse. As the black of space, dotted with literally
thousands of visiting vessels of all descriptions and crewed by every known
species, gave way to the bright azure of the planet’s atmosphere, rivers of
fast rushing sky traffic were rapidly magnified. The traffic lines sped in
sinuous, regulated routes to and fro across the city, from wheel to wheel and
pinnacle to pinnacle. Only rarely could swaths of green be spied, areas of
living biological plant mass protected in massive, mile–long glass covered bio–houses.
From sky–approach, they resembled nothing more than splashes of viridian.


Strange to realize, but as Avara took in the panorama before
her from her cramped shuttle seat, she reflected that since becoming a Quorum Shield
Operative some fifteen years ago, Sigil now felt more like home to her than any
other planet, even the world of her birth. Of course, she never felt the
sensation of home more strongly than when she was aboard the QS Excalibur.
On her ship, with her crew and Squad; surrounded by people she
would spend her life for even as they did the same not only for her, but much more
importantly, for the greater well–being of the galaxy. For the very billions of
sentients that went about their daily business below and above the transport
she currently traveled in.


Repressing a sigh, she stretched her back as best as she
could, attempting to get more comfortable in her constricting full dress
uniform and with that action, somehow push away the depressing thoughts that
the last several days of Tribunal preparation and trial conjured. The week’s
machinations rippled in her mind, forcing her to consider the reality of
sacrifice and what it truly signifies. It was a meaning that only those who
selflessly dedicate themselves to others, to the mission, can ever really
comprehend. To her own relief, the thought didn’t spur a rush of bitterness in Avara’s
heart, only a gentle bloom of poignancy.


Despite the review of undeniable fact and data as well the
testimony of several key individuals associated with the events, the Tribunal,
officially underway since yesterday, was not going well for Vosaia
Strategic Task Forces Agent K’llan Z’arr. Since it was a question of treason at
the highest level against not only the Vosaia but much more significantly, the confederation
of planets and systems that encompass Quorum membership, the proceedings were
closed. The ruling body was officially comprised of only the two Delegates from
each of the member races of the Quorum Systems, ten individuals in total. At
least the proceedings weren’t being blasted by Vid all over the Net by every
reporter with a pen on planet. It was a truth that would hold only until the
records were unsealed after the Tribunal’s completion.


A small grace for the woman whose career and life were
now held in the balance.


Though her culpability remained totally unproven, a
particularly damning blow to Lieutenant Z’arr’s case was the fact that Quorum
Intelligence was able to ascertain the day before yesterday that the Arca X
Detonation research had indeed found itself in Karukai control. Meaning, the
technology for a tenth level Arca was not only out in the wider world, but in decidedly
hostile hands.


A significant number of spies must have been on that one;
wonder how many lived through their reconnoitering. The thought was a
sobering one.


The fact that the true traitors, Proconsul Far’allyn Tanad
and STF Handler Nanzai C’lann were the most likely suspects to have sent the research
to the Karukai Triarchy was being treated as immaterial. The likelihood that
the data had been purloined even before events took place on Ophere, all
in an effort to paint Z’arr as the guilty party, also didn’t seemed to matter
to the Quorum.  


Additionally, much as Hadarr’s initial attitude had foreshadowed
and Z’arr herself had predicted during her work with Marcus, the Vosaia Quorum Delegates
and members of the Vosaia Consulate in particular seemed certain of guilt. Assertions
of what such an act symbolized in the eyes of the Vosaia people seemed to be more
central to debates than the threat that the Karukai represented.


Never mind K’llan Z’arr’s actual guilt or
innocence.


It seemed the politics of image and position were achieving
primacy over the pursuit of justice. Though Serros was confident that her old
friend and mentor, Jamie Sweetwater, would see the glaring holes in any theory
of intentional acts treason, based on the rest of the Delegates reactions thus
far, the odds didn’t appear to be favorable. Serros wasn’t even certain of
Sweetwater’s Human colleague, Delegate Ama Najem, a savvy yet hard woman, by
all accounts.


Of the two Vosaia Quorum Delegates, Lara’a Vonn and Jalana
Errevorr, there appeared to be no room for doubt concerning their leanings: guilty.
Also off great worry, the piscine Shiraneth seemed to be closely following the
lead of their Vosaia neighbors, whether out of genuine sentiment or concern
regarding their many economic and mutual defense agreements with the Vosaia,
Avara couldn’t be sure. She suspected their motives were driven by more worldly
concerns rather than the life and reputation of a single individual.


Additionally, much as she had observed over the last few
years in her crew member Lieutenant Belgrum Naxos, the Braxien Delegates also seemed
to be leaning towards considerations of guilt, even if it was a culpability
based solely on perceived incompetence rather than deliberate perpetration. It
wasn’t shocking, given how hierarchical, strict, and success driven Braxien
culture and society was. Only the two Zirgesh Quorum Delegates, Ishness Alkess
and Todden Garn, appeared to be openly favoring a stance of innocence. Also not
unexpected, Serros mused. The Zirgesh tended to be very much driven by gathered
data and the logical application of deduction based on actually relevant
information.


How refreshing.


Given the layout of sentiments and what would likely be
coinciding votes, Avara felt a squeeze of icy fear when she considered Lieutenant
Z’arr’s chances. She knew, in her heart and without reservation that K’llan
Z’arr was not only innocent, but had been deliberately framed to shadow the
true perpetrators of treason. Not only did Serros consider the outcome of a
guilty verdict to be a gross and untenable slap in the face of juridical
justice, on a personal level, she felt burdened by the weight of potential
loss. There was something remarkable about Lieutenant Z’arr as an individual, a
personal sentiment founded upon the inexplicable connection Avara felt with the
Vosaia STF Agent.


Teeth painfully clenched, Serros could feel her rage
beginning to boil and then, with effort, cool into immutable determination,
just as when wading battle. It was a comforting sensation for its welcome
familiarity.


“You ready, Captain? Today’s the big day in the hot seat,
after all.”


Serros turned to her Executive Officer and best friend
sitting in the shuttle seat next to her, and tightly compressed her lips into what
she knew was a harsh smile that he would understand immediately. “Yes, I am.”


Marcus didn’t say a word as he regarded her, just quirked
the corner of his mouth to communicate a resigned yet vaguely anticipatory expression
Avara knew quite well:  “Here we go again.”


 * * * * * 


The sky–car trip from the Paxen Naval Shuttle Dock to the
Forum and the pyramidically designed glass and silver durexium constructed
Quorum Consortium had been quick and uneventful. Marcus had been less than
talkative for most of the jaunt, offering his quiet support, clearly knowing
that she was internally preparing for what was to come. Avara certainly
appreciated her EXO’s solid presence as they walked through the bustling out–grounds
and then entered the building itself.


The Consortium was a truly awe–inspiring marvel of
architecture, fitting as the very heart of Quorum governance. Hundreds of sentients
of all Quorum worlds as well as several non–Quorum systems bustled along the
silver carpeted, polished black flooring of the Consortium’s wide corridors and
arcades. Just as the two Human Nova Squad members, ambassadors, civil and
military dignitaries, lawyers, Shield Operatives, Guild Representatives, and
dozens of functionaries went about their business, all under the watchful gaze
of black–clad and armed Sigil Peace Keepers of the Quorum member races.


It took about thirty minutes for the two officers to finish
running through security and reach the Paladex, the large, central council
chamber where the Delegates heard requests, appeals, deliberated, then voted.
It was in the Paladex that Delegates thrashed out potential solutions and
proposals until a consensus was reached, and where they meted out Quorum law,
policy, and procedure. It was also where the Quorum assembled a Tribunal in the
relatively infrequent cases of High Treason.


As a Tribunal represented a closed proceeding, the large
chamber capable of housing over a thousand officials was mostly empty except
for the Delegates, their Seconds, and the half a dozen or so key players to the
case. Just as yesterday, the space where the ten would stand, the raised, half–moon
shaped Paladex Balcony suspended some fifteen feet above the chamber floor, was
lit in preparation. Below the Balcony were the two main “wings” of the Paladex,
where attendees typically stood during a council session. In the exact center
of the chamber was a long, elegant, silver–railed walkway and platform some
five feet or so higher than the chamber’s wings. It was on that platform where
those summoned to present to and petition the Quorum stood directly before the
Delegates in the Balcony.


The Paladex itself was located at the apex of the
Consortium’s pyramid–peak and was constructed entirely of heavy sheets of slick
glass banded with durexium. Along the walls, carefully regulated water trilled
from high–flung fountains, the essential liquid floating down the incline of
glass panes to discrete floor–based reservoirs. The sheets of water glittered
like breathing crystal in the brilliant lances of golden sunlight that spilled
into and pervaded the Paladex’s interior.


Captain Serros and Commander Perez made their way to the
left wing, just a few rows and a half a dozen steps behind where Lieutenant K’llan
Z’arr stood next to her Advocate. Though her five–foot–nine, trim frame was
straight to the point some would call stiff, Z’arr appeared calm. In her exactly
tailored pale azure, white and black uniform, Lieutenant Z’arr looked every
inch the decorated and respected member of the vaunted Vosaia Special Task
Forces that she was. Her brilliant, sapphire colored hair was pulled tightly
back, locks skillfully threaded into a thick braid and then coiled into a tight
bun pinned to her skull. Three separate medals representing valor and
exceptional service shone at her breast.


A few moments after the Humans’ arrival, Lieutenant Z’arr
turned her head to the left to respond to a comment issued by her Advocate, a
Vosaia by the name of Quia Mirador that had been recommended to Serros by Jameson
Sweetwater as a superb choice given the circumstances. Just for an instant, Serros
and Z’arr locked gazes. Avara, mindful of the crucial necessity to appear entirely
impartial to the attendees, many of whom were Vosaia and so able to pick up on
even muted feelings, carefully locked emotion and expression. Yet still, she
tried to gift a reassuring smile with her eyes for Z’arr alone. Z’arr stopped
speaking to her Advocate for just a split second and her lips parted slightly,
then she turned her head and attention fully toward the person who was
representing her case.


The moment broken, Avara cast her gaze elsewhere to see
another Vosaia standing further left and a row up from her own position. She
possessed long, dark blue hair and was dressed entirely in a fitted, sleek
white shift that when added to her skin, made her look like living ice. Her
beauty, especially the delicate symmetrical nose and arched cheekbones, bore a
striking resemblance to Lieutenant Z’arr. Not surprising, since she was
identified to Serros yesterday as being her mother, the famed and revered Vosaia
Consul and Doctor, Ry’anlyar Z’arr.


Also in attendance, Major Hadarr was dressed almost exactly
at Lieutenant Z’arr yet her breast sported several more medals. Captain Serros
caught Hadarr’s sharp gaze bolted in position, impassively regarding her. Avara
offered an inclination of her head by way of a formal greeting to her fellow
Shield Operative. The gesture was politely returned just as the bell–toned
chime signaling the start of the Quorum session and Tribunal sounded,
reverberating like a song through the glass walls of the chamber.


“All in attendance hearken, for thus do we begin this
meeting of the Quorum and Tribunal.” Ten voices, both male and female, low and
high, spoke the ritual words as one that signaled the beginning of the session
immediately after the Delegates ambulated onto the balcony from their private entrance.
Each Quorum Delegate wore the elegant yet simple robes of her office: a stiff
collared cassock of deep black trimmed in silver. 


“We are here today to begin our final day of presentation
and deliberation.” The Vosaia Delegate Errevorr proclaimed.


“We are also here today to reach a formal decision regarding
the status of the Vosaia Strategic Task Forces Agent, Lieutenant K’llan Z’arr, whose
condition and citizen–status we consider.” Added the mustard–yellow skinned male
Braxien Quorum Delegate, Nerek Sonalen.


“We shall commence with Advocate Betrand’s closing evidence presentation
and statement and then turn to Advocate Mirador’s closing evidence presentation
and statement.” Delegate Ney officially announced, his voice oddly echoing
through the Voc Box he had to use to speak through his spherical and
transparent nutro–helm.


“Advocate Betrand, please step forward and begin your
presentation.” The brown haired Human Delegate Nejem commanded.


Betrand, a male Shiraneth with slick, iridescent blue–silver
colored scales moved forward at a stately pace, climbing up the five steps to
the presentation walkway then to its end. Placing sealed, synth–skin covered
webbed hands on the Speakers railing, Betrand began to present the final
arguments of his case to achieve a guilty ruling.


As she listened to the Shiraneth drone on for the second day
in a row, Avara had to admit to herself that he was an excellent choice for his
role. Far from proving to be a distraction of gurgled intonation, his speech
was clearly enhanced rather than hindered by the Voc Box which all Shiraneth
were forced to use out of water. His words powerfully resonated through the
chamber, and Bertrand’s cogent, yet carefully emotion–triggering arguments were
delivered artfully. Phrases that wrapped around such terms as “tragic,”
“certain,” “irrevocably,” “heart,” “freedom,” “betrayal,” and “duty” were
seamlessly woven with data dressed as indisputable evidence.


Cleverly, Betrand did not draw out his presentation but instead,
after a well–tempoed and cool thirty minutes, ended by quietly entreating the
ten Delegates of the Quorum to: “make the hard choice and protect the safety
and self–determination of all free–thinking sentients. As such, I move for the
stripping of all rank and for the life–long imprisonment of K’llan Z’arr.”


Many of the Advocate’s expressed sentiments eerily coincided
with her earlier thoughts when traveling to the planet for the Tribunal. Avara again
fought the surge of anger she felt at erroneously applied emotion and fact. The
only reaction that Serros could garner from Lieutenant Z’arr was a slight
tightening of her shoulders.


After Advocate Betrand returned to his post at the right
wing, the chitin–plated Zirgesh Delegate Garnn announced in his high pitched
voice “And now,  Advocate Mirador, please step forward and commence with your
presentation.”


The elegant yet soberly attired Vosaia Advocate walked at an
unhurried, stately pace to the Speaker’s Platform. Canting her head to one side
and with her pale blue braid swinging with the motion, Mirador laced her
fingertips together in front of her long body. The Advocate then began her
presentation with a recitation similar to Lieutenant Commander Adeline’s
arguments to Goyan Hadarr, conveyed just days ago aboard the Excalibur. 
The Advocate’s presentation and evidence summation went far beyond Diana’s bare
report, expanded upon and delivered with a panache and skill no less than
Betrand’s had been. No matter which presentation point she was discussing, the
Vosaia continually threaded the argument with the simple reality that there
were too many quantifiable uncertainties and scant evidence to result in
anything less than the legal definition of reasonable doubt.


Finally, the moment that Avara had both not been looking
forward to and yet conversely, eagerly anticipating, arrived twenty–five
minutes later when Advocate Mirador announced: “August Delegates, I myself have
little more to add to this presentation. I genuinely believe the identifiable
facts loudly proclaim the very definition of reasonable doubt and thus, a
verdict of not guilty. However, with the Delegates’ permission, there is another
whom I would like to speak on behalf of Agent Z’arr. Quorum Strategic High
Risk, Intelligence, and Enforcement Operative, Captain Avara Ceridwen Serros.”


At the request, a low–keyed murmur flowed through the near–empty
wings and the Delegates Balcony. Though not unheard of, it was unusual that a
person would act as a presenter when not specifically called to speak by the
Quorum to provide clarification or insight. After a moment, the pale haired Vosaia
Delegate Vonn leaned forward and responded, “I do not see this as necessary,
Advocate Mirador. This Quorum has already reviewed and discussed Captain
Serros’s findings and recommendations.”


Before the Advocate could respond, Jamie Sweetwater also
leaned forward over the balcony’s silver rails and announced, “With respect,
Delegate Vonn, I disagree. If Captain Serros, a Quorum Shield Operative,
believes she can add anything to our deliberation, I strongly believe it’s
worth our time to listen. As many here today owe their very lives to her
actions in ending the threat of Operation Blackout, for which, Captain Serros
was granted both the Terran Cross and the Forlvan Signet of Honor, simple
courtesy dictates that we grant a few moments of our time.”


For a moment there was absolute quiet then, obviously not
wanting to appear as a belligerent ass over such a reasonable request, Delegate
Vonn graciously nodded her acquiescence. “Well spoken, Delegate Sweetwater.
Unless there are any objections, you may proceed to the Speakers Platform,
Captain Serros.”


Silence was the only answer to the Vosaia’s query.


Avara nodded and with a brief tug on the immaculate jacket
of her full dress blues and blacks, started walking with smooth, measured
strides to the platform, neither her eyes nor head deviating an iota from course.
When she reached the Speakers Platform, the Captain stopped and clasped her
hands behind her straight poised posture, shoulders pulled, feet balanced and wide
spread, chin firmly held high.


“Honorable Delegates, I thank you for your consideration and
promise to be brief.” Taking a deep breath, Serros swept her eyes to
deliberately meet the gaze of each of the ten Delegates standing above her. “I
shall not waste time reviewing the data that Advocate Mirador has so
competently presented during this Tribunal, only say this. If we remove our
emotions from the equation, the facts and evidence speak clearly to the lack of
proof legally required to condemn not only such a valuable asset to the
Vosaia people and the Quorum as STF Agent Z’arr, but also an innocent person. For,
make no mistake, Lieutenant K’llan Z’arr is innocent.”


With a conscious exertion of will, Avara intentionally built
and then poured her belief and sincerity, her confidence and sense of justice
into the sun–shimmering halls of the Paladex, the emotive outpour like the
filling of a long dry well after years of wilting drought. “We in this room, whose
actions represent and symbolize the highest ideals of law, justice, and
compassion to trillions of sentients within the Quorum Aligned Systems, must
make what can indeed be, the hardest call. To do what is right, not
merely expedient. To resist the urge to capitulate to driving, lurking menace
and terror crouched in the dark.”


With slow deliberation, Avara removed her right hand from
behind her back and let her fingers gently brush two of the nine glittering
medals that were affixed on the night–black, formal dress sash that rested
across her heart. The first, a gleaming five pointed platinum star trimmed in
royal blue enamel with a small ruby set in the center; the Primus Star. The
second, a miniature crystal pyramid backed by red ribbon, the Summa.


“I know and understand the power of fear in the face of
potential loss of those we love, of our way of life,” Captain Serros continued
in a quieter, yet still resonant tone. The silent touching of those two medals,
earned in the fires of cruel battle against the Karukai in two separate
protracted engagements, added an undeniable gravitas to the meaning of her
message in a form as clamorous as the explosion of a fractured QGST reactor
ripping through a dreadnaught. “Yet we cannot succumb to that fear, or
we will destroy all that we labor for, all we represent, and all that we are
and can become.”


The only sound in the chamber was the breathless streaming
of rushing water, the Paladex a blanket of emotionally keyed silence as Captain
Avara Serros again met the gaze of each Quorum Delegate in the room; Vosaia,
Braxien, Human, Shiraneth, and Zirgesh alike. Then, with simple dignity, she spoke
the final words of her appeal in a ringing alto. “August Delegates of the
Quorum, I ask you to make the right choice for all individuals of the
Quorum peoples that we attending this Tribunal exist to serve. Here, today, I
ask you to rule Lieutenant K’llan Z’arr innocent of any charges. Thank
you for your consideration, Delegates.”


With a single step backward and a respectful inclination of
her head, Serros waited. 


Delegate Sweetwater, his mahogany colored countenance awash
with quiet approval, was the first to shatter the spell of Serros’s words that
seemed to grip Delegates and attendees alike. “Captain Serros, we thank you for
speaking and as always, thank you for your selfless service; you are dismissed.”


With a second respectful nod, Captain Serros turned and
retraced her route back to stand in her previous position in the right wing and
with military discipline, consciously did not meet the stares that drilled into
her face and back.


“Attendees, this session of the Quorum shall now recess.” The
Braxien female Delegate Kersa Taaz informed the gathering minutes later. “We
shall resume in exactly one hour and convey our judgment at that time.”


With that, the chime sounded again and the Delegates filed
out. Serros felt the adrenaline that had been coursing through blood and bone
gradually drain as Marcus briefly clasped her shoulder in recognition and
salute.    


 * * * * * 


The Delegates filed into the Paladex’s Balcony for the
second time that day with the same unhurried solemnity as before, and try as she
might, even with her Synergy Enhancement, except for a spike of anticipation,
Avara couldn’t get a read from any of them. For just a flash, she did sense a
muted thrill of trepidation from K’llan Z’arr, but it was smothered an instant
later like a snuffed candle.


As one, the ten Delegates proclaimed: “All in attendance
hearken, for thus do we begin this meeting of the Quorum and Tribunal.”


Shifting forward, the Shiraneth Delegate Ota Ney officiously
intoned “Now we set forth the decision of this Quorum.”


With the reedy quality Avara associated with most Zirgesh
tonality, Delegate Ishness Altek announced “This Quorum finds no data
supporting the claim of murder by Lieutenant K’llan Z’arr of the Vosaia Senior STF
Agent Nanzai C’lann.”


“This Quorum also has determined reasonable doubt as to
deliberate and knowing acts of High Treason in regards to the stolen Arca
Technology by Lieutenant K’llan Z’arr.” Delegate Sweetwater added without
embellishment or pause, his dark eyes intense with some contained emotion.
“Additionally, this Quorum shall institute a continued investigation into the
acts of Proconsul Tanad as it is our belief that it is she who remains
the prime suspect in both arranging the Arcatech theft and the murder of Agent C’lann.”


Resisting the urge to release an exclamation of joy, Serros
felt the fist that had been hungrily squeezing her heart over the last two
weeks loosen its grip. However, her surging relief was almost immediately dampened
by Vosaia Delegate Errevorr’s next words. “Though this Quorum has found K’llan
Z’arr to be innocent of any act of deliberate treason or of murder, we do
find her to be guilty of being an unwitting Accessory to High Treason and of
excessive incompetence.” The Vosaia Delegate’s features were coldly stern as
she declared, “As such, the Vosaia Consulate has asked the favor that this
Quorum extend the Vosaia Consulate’s civil and military decree here and now at
this place and time. K’llan Z’arr is stripped of all Vosaia military rank and
of her status as a Strategic Task Forces Agent.”


“Furthermore,” Lara’a Vonn pronounced, taking up where her
college had finished, her pale blue eyes severe, “the Vosaia Consulate has
asked that this Quorum also extend the Consulate’s civil and military decree
that beginning one hour hence, K’llan Z’arr be barred on pain of life imprisonment
from venturing planetside upon the Vosaia capital world of Thalia for the
duration of three–hundred Galactic Standard Years.” 


“Finally, for the same duration of time and under the same
terms, K’llan Z’arr is forbidden to meet with or be in the presence of her
biological mother, Consul Ry’anlyar Z’arr. The Consulate wishes it to be known
that these terms of banishment as well as forbiddance of access to Consul Z’arr
have been meted out because it has been determined that such would cause
irreparable harm to the Vosaia people.”


With a glance and a nod of respect aimed specifically towards
Captain Serros, the Vosaia Delegate added, “This Tribunal has been faced
with a number of hard choices. The members of this Quorum as well as the Vosaia
Consulate believe we do indeed possess the responsibility to represent the
highest of our collective ideals, as well as to ensure justice. At the
same time, our consideration must also be based on the fact that we carry the
responsibility for the safety and security of the trillions of members
of our respective systems, whom we represent and serve.”


With a lift of one pebbled, four–fingered hand, Delegate Nerek
Sonalen proclaimed “Attendees, this council of the Quorum and this Tribunal is
formally ended. May Peace Be With You.”


 * * * * * 


With Marcus at her side, Avara Serros made her way towards
where the obviously shell–shocked but proudly controlled K’llan stood with her
poised mother, Consul Ry’anlyar Z’arr. Slightly hesitant of offending but
certain of her course, the Shield Operative politely cleared her throat so as
to gather the attention of the two Vosaia, only to find that the younger woman
had already turned her head towards her. “Captain Serros, greetings and deepest
gratitude to you for your efforts on my behalf.” The smoky tone to Z’arr’s
normally clear voice and the haunted look in her violet eyes cut Serros’s
heart.


 “Lieutenant Z’arr. You are most welcome; I only wish we
could have done more.” Somehow, she managed a warm if pain filled smile for Avara
as she replied, “It is now only Z’arr, Captain, and I know what you
accomplished on my behalf this day. Gratitude also to you, Commander Perez and to
all of Excalibur’s crew.” Z’arr said the last with a gracious nod to
Marcus. 


Avara could feel her best friend’s carefully mitigated ire
at the proceeding outcome as he responded in kind to the former STF Agent. She
knew he’d grown rather fond of the Vosaia over the last weeks, and like her,
believed fully in her innocence.


“Yes, Captain Serros, please allow me to also express sincerest
gratitude to you for your care in ensuring that my daughter receive fair deliberation
during the Tribunal. It is a debt I shall not forget, I promise you. One’s
child is irreplaceable.” Consul Z’arr proclaimed, eyes boring into Serros’s own
as she reached out to clasp Avara’s forearm in the Vosaia fashion of true
friendship. Avara felt a powerful surge of thankfulness and respect at the
contact, as well as an intense sense of this woman’s great intellect and will.
For a handful of heartbeats, the almost two thousand year old Vosaia’s mind and
soul seemed unbearably painful in its strength, until it was consciously
tempered and the pressure receded.


With an inclination of her head, Avara replied, “It was
nothing less than my duty and certainly my honor to do so, Consul Z’arr.”


When Dr. Z’arr released Serros’s arm, Avara continued,
addressing both Vosaia. “I do not wish to intrude on your last hour together and
apologies for doing so. K’llan Z’arr, if you would be so gracious, I would like
to speak with you later this afternoon in regards to your status now that the
Tribunal has been completed. Perhaps on the Sollex Level, at Sonata in the
Aesir Plaza, seventeen hundred hours?”


Though Serros could feel that she was emotionally exhausted,
Z’arr nodded in agreement. “Of course, Captain Serros.”


“Until then, K’llan Z’arr. Consul Z’arr, it has been a rare privilege
to meet you.”


“The same to you, Shield Operative Serros.”


As the two left the chambers of the Paladex for the
Consortium’s corridors, Marcus asked Serros, “Why can’t I decide if we won or
not?”


“Because in a way, we both won and lost, old friend.” The
Captain responded, her voice shadowed.


“You did everything you could, Avara.” Perez offered.


“I know, Marcus. Just wish it could have turned out
differently, for her sake.”


Perez was about to reply when they heard a strong voice call
out, “Captain Serros, a moment if you will.”


Both Nova Squad members turned to see Quorum Shield
Operative Goyan Hadarr a few feet away, walking towards them. She moved with
easy efficiency, her uniform crisp and complimentary. “Major Hadarr,
greetings.” Serros welcomed the Vosaia as she joined them in the hallway
adjacent to the Paladex’s entrance.


“Greetings to you, Captain, and to you as well, Commander
Perez.”


“Hello.”


“That was quite the stirring speech you delivered to the
Quorum, Captain.” Hadarr stated, attention shifting solely on Serros.


“Merely a few words, Major.” Avara responded, manner polite
but faintly cautious.


“No, your words were more than that. Surely you realize, it
is only due to your entreaty that K’llan Z’arr’s freedom was maintained,
yes?”


Studying the beautiful yet typically cold Vosaia Major, once
more Serros could gain no reading of the woman’s feelings. Nothing but a mental
rampart met her attempts. “You flatter me, Major. I only did what I thought to
be right.”


“Yes, I believe you did, Captain.” Major Hadarr’s turquoise stare
flickered with some sentiment Serros couldn’t interpret. “Though offense was and
is not intended, I stand by my earlier words. You are, I think, idealist and
naïve. But you are also courageous and determined to accomplish what you choose
to pursue, which is most admirable.”


Avara found herself speechless and blinking in mild
astonishment at the Major’s words. Recovering, she answered “Thank you for the
compliment, Major Hadarr. You are a most capable Shield Operative.”


“If you find yourself in need of aid on any future Quorum
assignment, please do me the honor of asking, and if able, I shall gladly
assist.”


Avara knew a compliment and a peace offering when she heard
it. “Gratitude to you for your gracious offer, Major Hadarr. I extend the same
in return.”


With a slight curving of her lips in response, Hadarr
replied, “I will, Captain Serros. Gratitude to you.” And then with a final
inclination of her head, she turned and walked away down another corridor.


Having resumed their quick–stepped pace, Perez exclaimed
“Whew!” in surprise, then with a vaguely sly expression, added “I think she’s
beginning to like me.”


Laughing, Serros responded by putting an arm around Perez’s
shoulder and in a low, humor filled tone remarked, “Let me know how that goes,
buddy. Given all the frost, I’d say you’d be the first in a long time!”


“You know me, I always pack heat.” Perez grinned.


“That was pretty terrible, even for you, Marcus.” Serros
replied with a rueful shake of her head and a grin.


“Well, the truth is sometimes hard on the ears.”


“Almost as hard as your singing.”


“Speaking of singing, which naturally brings up drinking, let’s
go find Sweetwater for our casual debrief, as we promised.”


“Alright, but you’re buying the first round, and I can’t
stay late because of my meeting with Z’arr.”


“Meeting, huh?” Perez commented, playfully smacking an elbow
into Serros’s abdomen with enough force to make her wince. “Maybe I can
find some super–hot woman to have a meeting with too, eh?”


Serros ignored Marcus’s implicit question. “Stop talking
about how much ‘heat’ you bring and maybe you will!” She quipped, mussing
Marcus’ spiky hair.


“Hey! My methods are tried and true.” He protested.


“Exactly.”


















 


CHAPTER 9


K’llan Z’arr walked the Sollex Level of Sigil city like
someone who had suffered some form of severe physical trauma and so had been medicated
to numb the pain of her injuries. The innumerable people, buildings, edifices,
and shop kiosks all blurred together as she made her way from city sector to city
sector like a person adrift in the deepest of waters, desperately casting about
for some chance of safe harbor to swim to and finding only an endless expanse.


Was it truly only a little over seven hours ago that the
Tribunal had concluded? That she had spent the last hour in the physical
presence of her mother that she would be permitted for the next three
centuries?


The thought crashed into her like storming waves slamming
into a worn cliff–face. Immediately after the Tribunal, the two had been
permitted to spend those last sixty minutes in a small, emptied office in the
Consortium that was situated adjacent to the Paladex. As soon as the room’s
doors had slid shut behind them, allowing for blessed privacy for the first
time in days, K’llan’s mother had crossed the short span of distance between
them and wrapped her daughter in a fierce embrace. The careful control of
emotions and the mask of pride and reserve that K’llan had clung to in the last
two weeks shattered and in answer, rivulets of tears fell like scars across her
cheeks.


Her mother had responded by holding her all the tighter and
saying, “Oh my Star, my little K’llan… you have been so brave. It is all right;
I’m here and hold nothing but pride in you.”


Though in some ways it was almost laughably so, even after
two–centuries of life, it amazed K’llan how much import she attached to her mother’s
love and pride. Still crying, K’llan had answered, “But Mother, three–hundred
years…. How shall it be endured? One of us could pass from this world in that period…
And how, how do I continue? Everything I have worked for in the last two
hundred and thirteen years, my career, my reputation, destroyed in less than
three hours?”


“Hush now, my beautiful Star. Such time is nothing for Vosaia,
a period that constitutes less than seven percent of our probable life span.
And communication has not been taken from us; we still can see and speak with
one another, even if it will be across the stars.” The last her mother had said
as she gently held K’llan’s chin with two slender fingers, meeting her eyes and
willing the love and confidence she felt to enfold her daughter as tightly as
any embrace.


“As for the rest, K’llan, you are Z’arr and you are my
daughter. You shall endure and hold to your self–worth and honor because it is not
within you to do anything else. Though the one you wished for has now closed,
other doors shall open for you.”


Her mother’s silver eyes had held nothing but certainty and
the love and belief she felt for K’llan had steadily pulsed with the
unstoppable elemental energy of a lava–fall for each precious breath of time
they spent in that small, messy office that some nameless bureaucrat had
vacated for their use. Precious minutes had slipped by, one by one, as they talked
of inconsequential matters. K’llan’s recent travels before the last mission, their
mutually continued macti studies, her pastime playing the firanelle, her
mother’s recent pet biotech research project that she still engaged in despite
her Consular position. The two simply enjoyed one another’s physical and
psychic presence while they could, deliberately steering away from more
difficult topics that could be easily communicated over Vid or the Net.


Finally, when their time had trickled to their last minutes,
Dr. Z’arr had remarked, “I think it is good that you are to meet with the Human
Shield, Captain Serros.”


“Yes?”


K’llan’s mother had responded with a firm nod. “Her nya
is truly exceptional; very powerful, very clear. She not only holds great
honor, but great honor holds her.”


At her mention, an image of Captain Serros had risen in
K’llan’s mind: the Human’s passion and unwavering belief as she spoke in that
ringing voice, the power of her burning as brilliantly. “I do find her to be
rather… remarkable.” K’llan had answered, and her mother’s eyes had flashed
with understanding and support.


“As I said, other doors shall open, my daughter.”


  Before further words could be uttered between them, the
office entry swooshed open and four Sigil Peace Keepers entered. The lead, a
Braxien male, stepped forward and said “Apologies Consul Z’arr and Asha
Z’arr, your allotted time has ended.”


He had said Asha. Not Lieutenant or Agent, just Asha,
the Vosaia equivalent to ‘Miss’ or ‘Mister.’ The demotion to standard
citizenship rather than her earned military grade or STF status cut like the
slice of a saber, yet she had known it would be but the first of many times she
would hear that term.


“Additionally, Asha K’llan Z’arr, as per orders, I
shall need you to leave your Naval uniform here. Civilian clothes have been
provided for you.” He had said the last with a nod to a plain, rust colored bag
he carried. K’llan knew her face had been as granite as she nodded, then turned
one final time to gaze at her mother in person for the next three centuries.


“Be strong, my daughter, and know you always go with my
love.” Her parent had said, the surge of poignant affection she sent so
powerful that it was a wonder the room had not swayed with its potency.


“I shall, mother, and know that my love is always with you.”
K’llan had answered, her tone firm but for a single quiver, determined to keep
her pain hidden from these officious strangers who went about their business
with detached efficiency.


And that was it.


She had been forced to strip her hard earned uniform, leave rank
insignia paid for with pain and sacrifice and exchange them for a plain, black
and gray two top and bottom that’s only recommendation was that at least the
set was well fitted. After, she had left the Consortium in a bleary haze,
looking at no one, and though she still had several hours before her scheduled
meeting with Captain Serros, she had decided to take a transport to the Sollex
Level.


She needed to leave behind the Consortium and Paladex, leave
the Forum and Civic Level and all that it represented to her now. She needed
the physical exertion of walking block after block, mile after mile, to get
lost in the crowd so she could begin to face the heaviness in her heart. She craved
space so she could find answers to the hard questions regarding her immediate
future that she was now forced to ask. 


So absolute was her inner exploration of circumstance,
heart, and path, that without realizing the course, she found that she had
arrived at Aesir Plaza and stood before the entrance to the premises of Sonata
some thirty minutes before the Captain was due. Making a decision, K’llan
entered the open gate–doorway to the Sonata, a small plate and fine imbibement
establishment that catered to all races. In design, it was essentially an
outdoor garden space with petite standing tables and lounge areas overlooking
an artificial stream and several ponds, all accompanied by well–tended flora.


The host, an elegantly dress Vosaia, led her to the far end
of the premises and to a standing table devised to allow for a wide, city–level
view as well as the apex of the stream, an artificial waterfall. Refusing refreshment
until her company arrived, K’llan fell into the panoramic view of the cityscape.
It was comforting to watch the streams of traffic and movement of millions of
people against the backdrop of gurgling water and the smell of anlya flowers; a
palliative of motion and enormity.


Some time later, the detached state of relaxation she had
slipped into evaporated like mountain mist as she could feel the approach of a
familiar presence, one that stood out against the hundreds of nearby people like
a single star burning the blackness of night. From her position leaning over
the railing next to her standing table, K’llan was able to turn her head and
spot Captain Avara Serros as she walked in a ground eating pace up the incline
towards the establishment’s entrance. Still dressed in the flatteringly cut Ministry
Naval full dress uniform, the lean Human woman moved with confidence and an
easy grace, her short locks ruffling in the faint breeze of late afternoon.


The Vosaia surreptitiously watched as the host met the
Captain at the entrance and several patrons turned their heads to study the
Shield Operative. The attention was unsurprising, really, given both Serros’s
uniform and the medals that denoted an impressive rank, as well as her sheer
physical and psychic presence. Either entirely unaware or simply
ignoring the quiet responses, Serros unerringly turned her head towards K’llan
as if she knew exactly where she stood.


And perhaps she does know, K’llan mused. If I can
feel her so strongly, then perhaps she can also sense my presence.


Captain Serros fixed her eyes with K’llan’s and a warm,
crooked smile lit her features. Without turning her head, the Shield said something
to the hovering host and then strode to K’llan’s position.


Captain Serros was the first to speak. “Greetings, K’llan
Z’arr. I am pleased to meet you here.” Her voice was richly musical in tone,
more relaxed now that the two were not facing each other in life or death
circumstances; a first, K’llan realized, since they had met.


The Vosaia found herself wondering if Serros was using her
full name to mute attention to the fact of recent change in how she should be
addressed. “Greetings, Captain Serros; I am pleased to meet you.”


“Are you hungry or do you want a drink? It is my
understanding that the Sonata serves both Vitani and a number of liquors
pleasing to the Vosaia palette.” 


Now K’llan was certain; another small, yet
appreciated gesture. “A drink. I have already consumed my requisite Vitani.”


“I’ve also recently eaten, so drinks it is.”


As if summoned, a thick–set, long–haired Human man appeared
a moment later to take their order and the two submitted their choices.


Finding suddenly that she craved conversation with another
whom she felt safe with, a true rarity given the last weeks, K’llan asked
“Kylosian Honeywater?”


The Human woman smiled in response. “From my homeworld. It is
fermented and distilled honey mixed with local fruits and spices. Its flavor derives
from the large bees the honey is farmed from, about the size of my closed fist,”
she held up one hand to demonstrate, “that inhabit Kylos.”


“Would you tell me a little about Kylos? I have traveled to
few Human governed worlds.”


The Captain regarded K’llan for a moment with a casual
intensity the Shield Operative was probably not even aware she carried herself
with, then nodded in acquiescence as if she knew why K’llan was asking; to
speak for a time of another’s unknown home. As if such distraction would
somehow lessen the pain she felt by being banned from returning to her own.


“Of course. Kylos, located in the Myradon System, is the
furthest of all the Aligned Human Colony worlds from our Capital planet of Pax.
Actually,” she began after delivering a nod of thanks to their server who
placed their two drinks on their table. “Kylos is close to Voss where we met,
which is why, despite its relative distance from Pax, my homeworld is quite
developed.”


Serros raised her glass to K’llan, who, recognizing it as
some Human ritual, repeated the gesture then took a sip of her drink just as
Serros did. “It’s a fairly settled if not overly populous planet, though we’ve
more than enough people to hold a Ministry seat. Three main distinct Old–Terran
ethnic groups and cultures settled Kylos and then blended to create an entirely
unique culture: Cuban, Chinese and Welsh.”


“I have noticed that Humans seem to hold fast to specific
ancestral traditions even while adhering to a Human meta–culture that is
comprised of each subset.” K’llan remarked, her brows knitting in
consideration. “It is… different from the Vosaia model of civilization.”


“How so?” Serros asked, genuine interest rippling across the
space between them as she leaned back against the balustrade on the opposite
side of the table.


“Vosaia culture is much more homogenized. One major
language, one major belief system, no regional genetic variation resulting in
predictable physical appearance, etc. I suppose that due to our long lifespan,
the emphasis in Vosaia society is instead focused upon lineage and merit that
contributes to the wellbeing and honor of the Vosaia people as a whole, rather
than individuality. The Vosaia also make it a habit to embrace positive aspects
of other alien civilizations and combine them with our own traditions.”


“The willingness to add foreign practices to their own
explains the Vosaia reputation as galactic diplomats.” Serros commented thoughtfully,
toying with the slender glass of her drink.


“Yes, I suppose it does.” K’llan responded.  “It is
interesting. Vosaia are encouraged to interact with those of other species so
as to enrich our own, yet at the same time, we are very… certain of our value,
shall I say.”


“I definitely picked up on that aspect of Vosaia culture
when working with Operative Hadarr on this last mission.” Serros remarked dryly.


With a smile of her own, K’llan also leaned back against the
railing. “Well, some Vosaia do tend towards a sense of… lofty self–satisfaction,
shall we say. That is not true for all.”


Serros shook her head a bit ruefully. “As it is with some
Humans. We are a particularly individualistic species, and that emphasis on the
individual has, throughout Human history, manifested numerous times in an ugly
rather than celebratory manner. Now, when such unsavory expression occurs, it
is rarely directed towards other Humans but instead reserved for aliens.
Fortunately, such reactions tend to be a minority, in part because Humans too
feel the need to adopt and then rapidly improve upon any useful or intriguing
facet of other cultures.”


“Vosaia have studied the Human capacity and drive for
expansion, especially technologically and territorially.” K’llan remarked,
choosing her words carefully so as not to cause offense.


With an astuteness that K’llan was growing accustomed to,
Captain Serros quirked her lips in response. “Yes. Well, with the Human
entrance into inter–species interaction several millennia ago, Humans rapidly pressed
exploration initiatives to totally new levels, pooling resources to support the
venture. So as to not lose the sense of being ‘human’ from Human culture, there
was a renewed interest and push in preserving ancient Terran custom and
tradition, even while embracing alien civilization.”


There server returned then and asked if they wished for a
second round of drinks. The Captain nodded her willingness to K’llan and then
to the pale skinned server who quickly refilled their glasses. Picking up the
thread of their earlier conversation, K’llan asked “Do you often return home to
Kylos?”


Much as K’llan had done before the Captain’s arrival, Serros
leaned over the railway and gazed at the view of the Sollex Level, the movement
causing her position to actually shift slightly closer to K’llan. Running well
formed fingers through her slightly curling black hair, Serros shook her head
in the negative. “Not as often as I’d like, though I always carry it in my
heart. It’s a beautiful place.”


Sensing the surge of joy, longing, and a brush of poignant
sadness she could not quite trace, K’llan said simply “Tell me.”


With an inclusive warmth rippling towards her like the
strings of a skillfully bowed firanelle, K’llan submerged herself in the gentle
reverberations of the Human’s nya as she listened to the Captain’s
words. “For the most part, Kylos is a tropical planet, covered with the warmest
waters you can imagine and verdant green. An amazing number of plant and animal
species inhabit its lands and seas. When I was a kid, I used to love nothing
more than swimming and sailing those blue waters, feeling life swell around me,
yet I felt totally at peace, untouchable by any grief.”


Studying the Shield’s profile, K’llan was struck by the
Human’s compelling beauty. It was a beauty that was less outwardly delicate
than a Vosaia’s yet when coupled with the woman’s soul, would draw any Vosaia
more surely than a moth to flame. The lines of her features were clean and
strong, yet simultaneously held undeniable grace. Her finely formed lips were
less full than most Vosaia yet were an appealing, naturally rouged hue that no
Vosaia was genetically graced with. The Captain’s long frame was lean and,
knowing from the very personal experience of having engaged in combat with her,
powerful, yet at the same time, she was sleek in build.


Turning her own body so as to match the Captain’s lounging
posture, she noted the Human’s long, curling lashes and found herself wondering
if the blue waters of Serros’s world matched the dark azure of her eyes. “Your
home sounds lovely.” K’llan could not help but hear the note of wistful sadness
in her own voice.


As if shaking herself out of a reverie, the Captain shrugged
and turned her attention fully to K’llan. “It is. Yet for me, my truest home is
aboard the Excalibur, with my crew and my Squad.”


Reluctantly, K’llan forced herself to say aloud the
troubling thoughts she had been attempting to escape while enjoying the
Shield’s presence. “I do not have a homeworld or a home right now. I feel most…
uncertain. It is a new experience.”


Leaning slightly closer, eyes intent, Captain Serros announced,
“That’s actually the reason why I most wished to meet with you.”


Placing her now empty glass on the table and folding her
hands together with one elbow propped on the balustrade, Serros asked quite
seriously, “K’llan Z’arr, would you like to join Nova Squad and become part of
the crew of the QS Excalibur? 


Taken off–guard at Captain Serros’s proclamation, K’llan’s
thoughts swirled like a hummingbird flying madly to and fro.


With a somewhat daring smile, the Human continued with, “Nova
Squad is my personal experiment, you could say. We tackle special operations on
behalf of the Quorum and all of the Quorum Aligned Systems and worlds that
others cannot, as befits my status as a Shield Operative. I will tell you now
that our range of assignments goes far beyond the borders of Vosaia
interest, as your work as a Strategic Task Forces Agent did not. Meaning,
missions are always tied to the collective good of the Quorum races. By
definition, our work is extremely engaging but it also means that the demands
of the job and our responsibilities are equally high. Though the crew is
mostly, note not entirely, Human and comprised of Ministry Naval
personnel, Nova Squad itself is, as you’ve seen, quite diverse. If you accept
the position, you would be the only Vosaia currently on–board, but that
situation could easily change.”


Straightening her posture as if to emphasize the import of
her next words, Serros stated “Given the great latitude we Shields are granted
in order to not only fulfill our missions but also to determine what our
missions are and what they should be, I tell you now that this
offer is never made lightly. I accept only the very best, most accomplished
individuals in their respective specialties as members of my Squad, and only the
most promising as crew.”


K’llan felt a fresh splash of shock at the Captain’s words.
She did not need to be directly told by Serros that being named a member of
Nova Squad held great prestige and honor throughout Quorum Systems; a youth on
any populated Quorum world would know it to be true. It was the very closest
one could get to becoming one of the rare, elite members of the Strategic High
Risk, Intelligence and Enforcement arm of the Quorum, after all. And, Shields
were granted vast liberty and almost unlimited resources to fulfill their given
role and successfully complete their missions.


“You offer this in spite of my disgrace?”


Serros made a scoffing sound low in her throat that was part
laugh and part growl. “You are innocent of all charges; there is no disgrace.”


“Not all charges. That the data is now held by the Karukai Imperium
means that I did err.” K’llan responded, and despite her best efforts, she knew
her sense of shame was evident.


“K’llan Z’arr, a traitor within the STF and perhaps the Vosaia
Consulate or Quorum itself, was responsible for the loss of data, not you. You
did all that any could have to prevent its theft. You did your duty. That’s
all that can be asked.”


“I… I thank you for your words, and your confidence, Captain
Serros.” Emotion running high, K’llan found that the words were difficult to
pronounce.


“No thanks are necessary.” She responded with a grin that
was both slightly mischievous and apologetic. “After all, I hope that their
shortsightedness is going to lead to my benefit.” 


Losing the playful cast to her features, Serros added more gravely
“I don’t want to push you, but I did want to extend the offer as soon as
possible as we are not scheduled to be docked at Sigil beyond a few more days.
Plus… I thought it would better for you to make a decision before the media
obtains and broadcasts copies of the Tribunal records now that the proceedings
are no longer closed and will be released within a couple of days. Please,
think seriously about the offer. I can give you three days before we ship out;
after, you would have to reach me by Vid or Net.”


Looking into the clear eyed gaze of the Human Shield
Operative, K’llan felt an almost overwhelming rush of emotion. Gratitude and relief
at such unfailing support and compassion, deep sadness for what she had lost,
excitement and intrigue for the opportunity now open before her. More than any
other sentiment, however, K’llan felt the warmth of this Human woman who stood
before her, and the undeniable bond that had somehow formed between them.


“I do not need three days, Captain Serros; I already have an
answer to give you. Yes.”  


 The Human Shield’s smile stretched across her entire face
as she released a small laugh of pleasure at K’llan’s answer, her nya
flaring with the surge of her feelings. “Very good, then; I am most pleased.
And we’re off duty right now, K’llan Z’arr, so please, my friends call me
Avara.”


In response, K’llan surprised herself with the release of
her own pure laugh, the first she had issued in what seemed like years. “Very
well, Avara. And I am known as K’llan to my friends.”


Captain Avara Serros extended her right forearm to K’llan,
Vosaia fashion. Reciprocating the gesture, K’llan found her arm caught in a
firm grip, the play of the Human’s sleek muscles evident to her fingers even as
the reality of their link amplified ten–fold with the contact.


Eyes expanding slightly at the bloom of their connection which
in that moment, K’llan held no doubt the Human felt but chose not to overtly
react to, Avara greeted “Welcome to Nova Squad and the QS Excalibur, K’llan.”


 * * * * * 


In a very different part of Sigil than Aesir Plaza, where
the white and onyx glass facades stood unwashed and the durexium bands and
supports were shadowed like once treasured silver charms left to tarnish in an
unmarked grave, a lone figure traversed the crowded slums of Amberion. Despite
the press of sentients, most inhabitants ignored one another unless they had
direct business to attend to, heads of the many races downcast and attire thread–worn
from overuse. Amberion Level, often called the “Lost Level,” was the lowest of
the great wheels of Sigil City, where those who had either fled their homeworld
with little to their name in desperate search for new opportunities, or those
who were born in–level into destitution, dwelt.


The smell of unwashed bodies, urine, vaporous factory
exhalation and intoxicants merged with the frantic flickering of dim, multi–colored
lights from struggling business signs or holo–adverts, and the cries of
dejected panhandlers were a constant murmur.  Here, alongside struggling but honest
poor were also both the typical, petty criminals of a large metropolis, and
also many of the crime lords that stretched their insidious fingertips into all
twelve city levels like wood–rot in a home’s foundation.


Yet it was not to commit a petty crime or to meet with a marked
gangster that the shadowed figure traveled this late night, although it was to meet
one that most in the sector would label as an actor of crimes that the walker
did walk. 


After several hours of deliberate wandering, the slim shadow
came upon its destination, a run–down tap house that’s sign zissed and
sputtered in the grimy evening air for want of repair. The shape slipped into
the entryway to stand in a small, single–room serving space. Only a few patrons
slumped over in worn steel chairs, two male Braxiens and a creamy–gray furred
female Gorath. Sitting at the pock–marked bar, the shadow ordered a watered
down glass of beer from an emaciated Human male, drained it, then drained a
second and a third.


As the last mug was slammed onto the bar–surface, adding a
new scratch, the shadow made to lurch towards the facilities in the back of the
establishment. The other customers didn’t even glance up at the figure’s
moment, entirely consumed with the serious business of achieving a state of stuporous
intoxication.


Behind the screen of vision, the figure’s lurch disappeared
entirely as the shadow slipped into a doorway to the right of the facilities
and down a crouched hallway to another, smaller space. Entering the backroom, the
figure was greeted by flickering, gray–lit illumination and another person
sitting at a small, roughly scratched round table.


“Report, Operative.”


The voice was quiet yet held an undertone of distinct ease
and command.


The shadow met the stare of the seated person at the table,
also trim in form, yet energetically exuding all the striking power of a serpent.
Emotionlessly, the figure testified, “The transfer has been entirely successful
and though not convicted of High Treason, the Agent has been discredited and
dismissed.”


Several seconds of silence stretched to minutes between the
two in that dingy little backroom, then the commanding tone asked “And why was
the Agent not imprisoned?”


“Impassioned interference from the Human Shield Operative.”


“Ah,” The seated person commented. “Not entirely unexpected
and, in the end, no matter. The damage has been done. The technology is now
ours, seeds of distrust have been sewn within the Quorum and one of the most
powerful opposition players in the Consulate has been shamed.”


Shifting, the seated person leaned forward and then queried
“Your own status?”


“Entirely unquestioned and respected.”


“Excellent.” The seated form replied, voice twined with
approval. “You have done well.”


The standing figure hesitated a moment, and then asked in a
cautious yet hopeful tone, “My reward?”


The seated person laughed a bit at the question. “A reward? Hmm…
And what reward would you wish?” The voice was now laced with enjoyment and
muted malice at the slender figure’s question.


And the aching need it represented.


“There is only one reward I shall ever wish for.” The shadow
responded, voice attempting to remain detached and steady, and entirely failing
to do so to the only too knowing ears of the seated person.


“Though it is in my power to grant, such a reward is great
indeed, and you ask so quickly after the last time it was bequeathed.”


“It has been six years.” The words were almost lost in
silence, so quietly were they uttered.


“It has been six years… what?” The seated form asked,
a predator toying with its prey.


“It has been six years… Master.”


With a tumbling, rich laugh, the seated form leaned further
forward and stated “Yes, and you remember the term, little one. Come to
me.”


The shadow moved to the seated form and kneeled before it, and
with a brief blue–silver flash against the gray–dark, the head bent in
submission. “Please, Master.”


Placing a single, gloved hand gently on the side of the
shadow’s head then to chin and drawing their faces near until they were but a
finger–width apart, the seated form remarked “You have done well. Your
request is granted. A shuttle shall take you to an unmarked transportation for
a brief period of drop–off.”


"Thank you, Master.” The now kneeling figure replied,
hearing the joy in those self–spoken words. And loathing its reality;
despising the necessity and self for existence.


“Now, before we part, it is time to dine.” The seated form’s
tone held the unmistakable timbre of hunger; hunger and ownership.


Head pulled forward until the short gap between them was
erased into darkness, the kneeling figure again felt the familiar surge of
repugnance, yet to the shadow’s shame, so too did the answering flame of need blaze
in the consuming umber. 


















CHAPTER 10


The incessant sounds of insects circulating to and fro in
the moisture laden air and the scent of rain–soaked wood and pollen from dozens
of brightly blooming flowers and slick purple pteridophyte plant–life combined
to create a heady, sensory mix. Lying belly–first in the rich, spongy loam of a
rise overlooking the moss–green tajet stone and iron gray durexium constructed
complex below, Avara was struck by how in some ways, the Zirgesh colony world
of Moxar was similar to her own homeworld.


Yet where Kylos was cradled by an endless expanse of bright blue
seas dotted by countless tropical islands, Moxar was a vast scape of never–ending
rainforest. It was a rainforest in which the sunlight from the planet’s two
small suns was an invader to the undeveloped portions of jungle that still laid
claim to significant areas of the world.


Lying motionless, helm retracted so as to utilize her Arca
enhanced sense of hearing, Serros carefully studied the palatial complex’s
occupants as they moved around the grounds of the structure, her sight zoomed
in to capture every detail. Most of the last two months had been spent
investigating and tracking down leads to ascertain and locate the source of the
rather vast nix smuggling ring. The mission had come Nova’s way at the request
of the Zirgesh Collective to the Quorum, which had in turn tasked Captain
Serros with identifying the purveyor and ending the operation. The search for
the spring of the illegal drug trade had been a convoluted affair, leading the
Squad to several worlds that the nix was being distributed to and through at an
alarming rate, not only so on key planets in the Quorum Aligned Systems, but
also to the three directly governed Quorum worlds.


Eventually, investigation into small–time operators and
shipment patterns had led to higher level handlers of various criminal
syndicates, and finally, to the whispered name of the distribution mastermind, “Vartah.”
The trail directed to Moxar and surprisingly, the residence of one Iak Risha, a
much respected Zirgesh corporate businessman of the I’sha Caste whose public
business focus was intergalactic finance and investment.


However, Risha’s private endeavors, conducted under the
pseudonym of Vartah, or "Silent Strike" in ancient Zirgesh, differed
greatly from his carefully cultivated public persona.


This man, a member of the highest of the four Zirgesh
Castes, was directly responsible for breaking dozens of local planetary laws as
well as just as many intergalactic strictures. Iak Risha was also guilty of creating
thousands of shattered lives. It was a list that encompassed the multitude of broken
users reduced to complete neurological shutdown or death as a result of overuse
of the drug, as well as countless innocents.


Family, friends, lovers, co–workers, the guy taking public
transport home after a long day’s work only to find he’d been shot for a bit of
cash to support the demands of addiction; Risha was connected to each ruined
person. More, Nova’s investigation had revealed a long list of eclectic criminal
acts that Risha had either directly perpetrated or set into motion, including theft,
arson, destruction of property, bribery, intimidation, piracy, falsification of
records, and of course, murder. Under the false name of Vartah, Risha had perpetrated
all this and more, his influence creeping though legitimate as well as
illegitimate channels to solidify his ever expanding nix–based empire. And all
entirely untraced to the Zirgesh philanthropist.


Until now. 


Sensing slight movement, Avara turned her head to see an
unhelmeted K’llan Z’arr, outfitted as she in Nova Squad armor, nod in
expectation.


It was almost time.


Serros raised her left hand, palm flat and up in a “wait”
position. Looking forward to the upcoming action and the resolve of their
mission, she grinned at the Vosaia. Avara watched as Z’arr smiled in response,
her lilac eyes full of anticipation that matched Serros’s own. This being their
third major assignment together, Avara reflected how natural it had become for
her to look towards K’llan in the four months since the Vosaia had joined Nova
Squad.


It was strange, but despite the short duration of their
acquaintance, Avara couldn’t imagine not working and living with K’llan
on a day to day basis aboard the QS Excalibur. Her presence, including
both physical proximity as well as the ubiquitous, low hum of psychic
connection she felt whenever they interacted, had become a constant to Avara’s every
day existence, welcome and familiar.


Although, she reminded herself with a typical flare of
self–honesty, there was another side to the connection.


Along with the ease and comfort of their link came flashes
of less… passive emotions, for their link also carried undercurrents of
stronger sentiments that neither seemed willing nor able to broach as of yet.


Yet in time, we will.


The thought flowered with crystalline clarity. Avara was
unsure of what the result of that discussion would be, just as she was irresolute
of what outcome she wished for. So many variables and ramifications swirled
around in her mind at the notion that she realized she was beginning to lose
her center in the present. With a lifetime of hard–earned discipline, she
forced herself to firmly put such considerations to the side and to focus on
the mission.


As if on cue, Lieutenant Commander Diana Adeline’s voice
quietly sounded over the tiny Comm receiver affixed to the inside her ear.
“Captain, all teams are in place and waiting for your green light.”


“Very good, A.” Serros quietly responded. With a slight
adjustment of her Zadex Warlock L5, currently locked into its sniper rifle
configuration, the Shield Operative counted out over the Comm in a measured
tone: “Three… two... one… execute!”


With an almost entirely silent snick accompanying
each pull of the trigger, Serros fired and in rapid order tagged a first, second,
third, fourth, and fifth Zirgesh guard patrolling the outer grounds of Risha’s
compound. Each fell to the ground as a single bullet spliced through their
small, chitinous forehead plates in a spray of inky blood. With a quick scan,
Avara confirmed that the two–dozen or so other visible targets locked onto by
her Squadmates had been similarly disposed of, then nodded an affirmative to
her partner.


As one, Serros and Z’arr rose from their hidden positions
and blurred forward through the green to reach the eleven foot outer tajet wall
and, trusting in Rygel’s hacking skill to have completely negated security, the
two synchronously leaped over the barrier to land soft–footed onto the spongy
earth beyond. With two more shots from their silenced rifles, the Human and
Vosaia continued forward to the designated entryway, a clear–glass, arched
doorway leading into the building’s interior.


Switching weapons in anticipation of closer quarters, the
two squadmates noiselessly entered the home’s wide hallways that had been
draped in gloom due Rygel’s disabling of the local security and lighting
system. In absolute silence, they swiftly began stalking towards their target’s
office.


Rounding a plush red carpeted corner, the two found
themselves facing a full complement of muscle, eleven well–armed and armored, eight–limbed
Zirgesh guards. Rolling forward in tandem, the two women barely avoided being sprayed
with bullet–fire as they sprang to their feet.


Without pause they exploded into motion, dodging, blocking,
and launching blows with blinding speed and deadly accuracy. So synchronous and
complimentary were their actions that they practically flowed as one. Indeed, Avara
felt as if they were players on stage that had acted out their particular roles
for years, so seamlessly did they read, embrace, and complement one another’s
movements.


After the first three Zirgesh adversaries had been downed, K’llan,
situated directly in front of Avara, ducked her head just as the Shield shifted
her position and cracked–off a blow to the faintly double–heart shaped head of
a Zirgesh guard who’d been about to fire his Sideus pistol at her brow. Serros made
her mark with enough force to literally snap the Zirgesh’s reed–like neck.


Even as the now dead hostile was in motion to meet the
floor, Avara tucked her legs under her body into a short vertical jump. The
move allowed K’llan to launch a sweep with her leg, causing the two on–rushing
attackers directly at Avara’s back to crash to the ground, one’s SMG fire biting
stone as it bled off–mark.


Landing on her feet, Avara pivoted and launched a kick into
the thorax of a third Zirgesh guard charging from the right, this time a female
dressed in dark red–brown armor. At precisely the same moment, Z’arr
finished off the duo she’d kicked to the floor with two tidy shots. Even as K’llan
fired at the five remaining, quasi–translucent skinned Zirgesh, Avara clenched
her fist with fierce concentration, and then with a motion reminiscent of launching
a discus, thrust her arm outward, palm forward, releasing a brilliant, dark blue
discharge of kobalt–fueled energy.


Her K–Blast ripped through Zirgesh and the moss green stone
wall behind, and for a few precious seconds, Serros could see nothing but a
wash of night–blue as the remaining energy seeped from her vision like cerulean
smoke.


A moment later, with Avara’s skin still leaking tendrils of midnight
colored light, both women found themselves snapping around to face the opposite
hall at the sound of running footfalls. Avara and K’llan checked their fire
when they spotted two familiar forms materialize from the dark and dust.


“Seems like you’re having quite the party.”


Laughing, Avara responded, “Your kind of laggin,’ aren’t you
buddy?”


“Nah.” Commander Marcus Perez responded with a white–toothed
grin. “Belgrum and I were making our own friends.”


“Time to meet the host, I should think.” K’llan commented,
eyes alert but voice resonant with low–toned humor.


“It seems, Lieutenant Z’arr, you’ve spending too much time
with Humans of late, to so adopt their humor.” Lieutenant Naxos hissed, the
Braxien’s eye–membranes sliding up and down over his pupils to protect his aquamarine
orbs from the rock–dust wafting in the air.


“And who was the one just commenting on the importance of
enjoying the hunt, eh Naxos?” the EXO teased.


“Entirely different, Commander. Tsk. Let us proceed
enjoying the chase.”


“Riiight. So different.”


“Rygel, how are you faring?” Serros asked over Nova’s
private channel as the Squad began to purposely continue forward.


“All in hand, Captain.” The tech specialist responded. “Just
sweeping out the last security measures and initiating a data–dump from local
systems while Ca’rrakk is finishing off any unfriendlies who attempt to enter
the backdoor around you.”


“Excellent. Adeline?”


“All clear, Captain. No departures from Iak Risha’s complex
or office that I can read.” The Ops officer responded, doing her typically
brilliant due diligence in monitoring data feeds and coordinating the mission.


“All right Nova, here we go.” The Shield announced, feeling
both pleased and consumed with determination to see this mission to its end.


The four Nova Squad members continued deeper into the heart
of Risha’s elegant home, passing numerous displays of priceless art work,
statuary, and rich, skillfully carved furniture all designed in the strange
blend of organic and clean–lined synthetic construction that the Zirgesh people
seemed so fond of.


Upon reaching their destination, a set of double–paneled
durexium doors, Serros took a readied center–point position while Marcus and K’llan
flanked the sides and Naxos keyed the open switch. The greeting of assault
rifle fire wasn’t really unexpected and so with well–practiced ease, the
Captain blurred into the room under the hail of bullets even has the rest of
the team snapped off their shots.


Avara was forced to adjust tactics a moment later as a
Zirgesh male with a milk–brown carapace and sand colored armor also blurred to
meet her and then launched just under two dozen blows, all within the passing
of a single heartbeat. Trusting the rest of her Squad to deal with the room’s
other occupants and due to the speed of the Zirgesh bruiser’s eight–limbed
attacks, the Shield deliberately dropped her Volturno pistol and focused on
melee tactics to meet her DSA Arca–enemy’s rocketing punches and kicks. Falling
into the rhythms of evasion, attack, and counterattack, Avara skillfully met
eleven successive blows from foot, arm and elbow then, with a twist of her left
arm, caught the Zirgesh’s middle left upper arm in a slip–grip and slammed her
elbow down, snapping the insectoid biped’s arm at the joint.


Absorbing a glancing blow to the jaw, the Captain then used
her foot to capture her opponent’s foot, twisting her knee, and also cracked
his leg. Just as he lost his balance and was slipping to the floor with a high–pitched
scream, Avara viciously twisted his head to the right. The Zirgesh’s six, small
onyx–hued eyes dulled as his limp head lolled to the side and he lifelessly dropped
to the gold and brown flooring.


Quickly surveying the scene, Avara noted that her companions
had eliminated the rest of hostiles, yet that which they sought was nowhere in
sight. “Where is Risha?”


“No sign, Captain. But… I do detect that a presence was here
and recently vacated.” Naxos answered, his long tongue tasting the air and
slitted blue–green eyes pinioning with concentration.


“Lieutenant Commander Adeline?” Serros queried.


“No trace of heat signatures exiting the room, Captain.”


“All right, give me a moment, people.” Avara stated, then
once more shifted her Arca enhanced vision first to the more dependable thermal
spectrum and then, when that method failed to net results, switched to x–ray
mode.


With an expectant inhalation, Avara reported “There, behind
the display case; a doorway.”


K’llan walked over and a few minutes later announced “Got
it!” just before the case rose up into the ceiling above and a short opening
was revealed. It led into an unlit passageway beyond.


“All right, we’re in. I’ll take point. Z’arr, you’re with
me; Naxos, take up our six, Perez–in–between.” Serros commanded. 


Settling into a half–crouch due to the low ceiling, Serros
and the rest of the team thumbed on the small flashlights located on their
weapons; K’llan and Avara with pistols out, Marcus and Belgrum training rifles
forward. Moving with sure yet cautious steps, the Squad strained to capture any
sight or sound in the dim, half–light of the tunnels which seemed to go on
forever.


As time passed, their route began a gradual decline, the air
became heavier and groundwater beat a steady drip–drip–drip from permeated
stone ceilings and walls. They had to be even more cautious with their footing
so as not to slip on the wet stone flooring. Avara found the scent of clay–filled
soil, moss, and fungus to be almost overwhelming, spurring her to consciously reduce
her sense of smell as they went.


What seemed like years later, Avara reacted automatically
when she heard K’llan’s warning cry and hurled herself to the side of the
cramped passageway just as a score of five foot long, razor–sharp durexium spikes
shot from the turf straight up and through the space where they’d been standing
an instant before.


Hearing a yelp of pain but unable to identify the source in
the wildly gyrating lights of their weapon barrels, Avara deliberately froze
her position. “Status?”


“Thigh’s diced but nothing I can’t handle.” Perez reported a
heartbeat later, a mild note of strain evident in his low voice.


“A scratch only.” Naxos called out. Not surprising, since he
was the last of their trail.


“I am unharmed.” K’llan responded.


“Okay,” Serros acknowledged as they all readjusted their
sights and lights. “Let’s move; be ready for more surprises.”


The group again resumed their cautious pace, and Avara could
feel the team’s nerves keyed in heightened anticipation.


The four crewmen of the Excalibur didn’t have to wait
long, for no more than fifty paces forward the tunnel walls seemed to issue a
slight shiver, and then their world fell into itself as a massive stone
slab that must have weighed some thousand pounds or more crashed down on top of
them in a spray of rubble and wet–earth.


Kneeling on the slick–stone floor and arms held above her as
if in prayer to some ancient and unforgiving god, Avara gripped the underside
of the gray–green tajet rock slab with Arca born strength. She was acutely
aware of the uncomfortably warm sensation of blood dripping down her forehead
from cuts she’d sustained in catching the hunk of worked stone.


Feeling like every last cell of her body was being pulverized
under the strain, Avara finally gasped out, “Move… now!”


Marcus caught hold of and dragged the semi–conscious Lieutenant
Belgrum Naxos to safety back the way they’d come even as Z’arr called, “Clear!”
from the opposite end of the tunnel.


With a final monumental effort that made Avara feel like her
shoulders were being ripped from her sockets and wrists were slowly being
snapped back, Avara flexed and then heaved the stone block upward and without
delay, leaped forward after the Vosaia.


Unceremoniously crashing to the ground, the Captain immediately
felt armor–covered yet gentle hands cradle her head and upper body. K’llan’s
face came into focus a moment later as prickling stars gradually faded from vision.


“Avara… Avara, are you well?”


Hearing and feeling the barely checked concern radiating
from K’llan, Avara managed to twist her lips into a reasonable approximation of
her usual crooked smile. “Ugh. I think I need a vacation.”


K’llan’s answering smile was coupled with an emotive
explosion of flowing relief as she briefly clasped Avara closer. “After this
mission, I think you may very well deserve one.”


Falling into the rich violet of K’llan’s eyes, Avara was abruptly
aware of how close their two heads were to one another, barely a breath apart.


Just as the thought whispered through her mind that it would
be so very easy to close that distance, Marcus’s worried voice came over the Comm.
“Captain, you all right? Hello! Avara… K’llan, respond!”


“It’s okay, Marcus; we’re fine. You and Belgrum?”


“Fair, but I don’t think there’s a way to reach you from
this side without triggering a damn cave in.”


“That’s fine.” Avara answered as she and Z’arr regained
their feet. “You two circle back and meet up with Ca’rrakk and Rygel to cover
the perimeter. Lieutenant Z’arr and I are going to continue forward. We will
apprehend Risha.” 


“Roger that.” The Commander replied.


“Shall we?” Captain Serros asked Lieutenant Z’arr.


“After you.”


Setting off again, the two were greeted by no more traps as
they progressed, eventually finding themselves at the aperture of a large,
water filled cavern with piercing stalactites jutting from the calciferous
ceiling above.


An eerie glow suffused the hollow and played across the
still waters of the underground lake, the illumination originating from
iridescent white lichen that sheeted the rough cavern walls. Following the
sound of several low curses, Avara and K’llan carefully hunted the source of
the Zirgesh voices that were coupled with the choking sound of a temperamental
engine.


Having cautiously worked their way down several muck–pasted stone
steps, Serros and Z’arr spied seven Zirgesh attempting to start up the engine
of one of a pair of four person water–skiffs anchored at a makeshift dock.


“Leave it and start the other, Ganzsha.” One of the Zirgesh,
a male with cream–colored translucent skin and rich brown armor ordered in an
impatient and imperious tone, reedy voice bouncing across the cavern as a
musician played pipe.


Avara could feel fear, anger, impatience, and a total lack
of regard for those under his command roll off of the speaker.


“Yes, Risha.” Using her right three arms, the female Zirgesh
left off from attempting to start the ignition of the first water–skiff and
propelled herself over the side to the second skiff. A moment later the action
was answered by the fluid–filled rumble–whine of the start of a
miniature kobalt engine.


With a nod to one another, Serros and Z’arr took up position
and began to fire their pistols. Two, three, four then five Zirgesh were
dropped.


“By Quorum Shield authority, you are commanded to surrender
yourself into my custody, Iak Risha, and answer charges before the Quorum.”
Avara’s voice rang across the cavern expanse like a monastery bell sounding at
dawn’s light.


Risha and the final Zirgesh, Ganzsha, who based on the speed
of her reflexive evasion was also imbued with a DSA Enhancement, both scrambled
to position within the rumbling water–skiff and then the female gunned the craft’s
throttle. The two Zirgesh shot forward across the now rocking waters.


Without hesitation, the Nova Squadmates leaped into the
remaining water–skiff, K’llan immediately setting about the ignition controls.


“Can you start it?” Avara asked, slipping into the pilot’s
seat.


“Give me a minute. She panicked and flooded the engine.”


“Not sure we have one.”


“Draining now… okay… got it!”


Just as K’llan found her seat next to Avara the skiff
rocketed after the fleeing Zirgesh. The craft’s floodlights, bouncing with the
motion of the skiff racing across the clear underground waters, merged with the
glow of native lichen to create a gyrating spin of lancing light, bounding off
walls and reflectively skating the surface of the waterway. Fortunately,
despite the dizzying sensation, the other water–skiff remained fairly distinct
as it represented the single glowing source of movement that was consistently
pulling forward. Very quickly the two water–skiffs had reached the outer
boundaries of the underground lake. Without hesitation, they shot off the edge
of a fifteen foot cataract onto a rushing highway of streaming water, with
Avara only barely maneuvering the little craft around jutting rocks and a
nature–hewn corner way. 


“You know, I could drive if you like.” K’llan shouted over
the engine roar, water spray licking her sapphire swath of whipping hair that
had come loose with velocity.


“Nope, no problem; wouldn’t dream of it.” With the most miniscule
of last minute alterations, Captain Serros consistently tracked the skiff
around obstacles with a hair’s margin of error, all the while gaining on their
quarry.


“Well, given your vehicular tendencies, I might!”
Z’arr replied as Avara narrowly avoided two more sharp protrusions of rock and
then gunned the craft over a third, all the while pushing the protesting
engine to its maximum speed.


“This time I get to drive; you get to shoot.”


“Fine!” K’llan yelled, fighting to be heard over the cart–wheeling
engine rumbles sounding through the suddenly low cavern ceiling, even as she
was already taking aim. She fired off two blasts of gunfire that both missed
their mark, biting into rock instead of armored flesh.


“Remember, take Risha alive!” Avara cautioned.


“I know; you keep the skiff steady.” The Vosaia
responded as her third shot went off mark due to a sharp cut to the left Serros
had made to narrowly avoid the down–plunge of a looming stalactite reaching for
the waters of the river.


Seeing approaching disaster, Z’arr frantically shouted “Go
around, go around, go around!”


“For you, I suppose!” Serros quipped, again gunning the
craft over the edge of another waterfall. Despite her friend’s protests, Avara
just couldn’t help herself. Wild laughter bubbled in her throat at another
narrow miss, propelling them still closer to their target.


“Avara; you’re enjoying yourself!”


Helplessly, Avara could feel herself laughing all the louder
at K’llan’s indignation, but knew she’d won her co–pilot over when, seemingly
in–spite of her best efforts, K’llan also chuckled, caught up in the
exhilaration of the chase.


A spew of pistol fire caused the Captain to again execute
some fairly daring dodges as Risha, his six blood–red, round eyes wide in
shocked determination at his circumstances, attempted to rid himself of his
pursuers.


“K’llan!”


“Got it!” The Vosaia answered, and a moment later the
Zirgesh screamed as her bullet–fire shredded his middle left arm, causing the
pistol he’d been gripping to go tumbling into the waters below.  Risha
maintained his hold on his second pistol, however, held fast in his right upper
hand. With a snarl, the Zirgesh drug–lord withdrew several small metal items
from his belt pouch and tossed them towards their speeding craft.


Instantly, the objects transfigured to miniaturized drones
and began firing arcs of white electricity at the two women, causing Avara to
veer their craft to the left and scrape along a rock face with an ear–bleeding screech.


“Looks like he’s borrowing tactics from you.” Avara remarked
as she brought their water–skiff back under control.


“Ha! Maybe it is time to take a cue from you then, Captain.”
K’llan responded, even as she withdrew her second pistol and with fierce
exactitude, began peppering the drones with fire from both guns.


As the last hand drone slipped into the surface of the clear
water and was immediately left behind, Avara commented, “Not bad. I’d rate you
at a nine.”


“But you have not witnessed my closing act yet, Avara.” K’llan
shot back, shifting the aim of her barrels until both were pointed not at
the fleeing occupants of the water–skiff, but instead, ahead of their Zirgesh
target and to the stalactite–ridden roof above.


Several stone lances plunged downward and impaled the front–end
of the foremost watercraft, causing it to tumble through the air and slam
into the left waterway wall. Two very alive but waterlogged Zirgesh rose to the
surface and began to rapidly scramble with their multiple appendages so as not
to drown.


Steering their skiff to a bone–jarring yet remarkably well
aimed, swerving stop right in front of their targets, Captain Serros turned to
her Vosaia Squadmate. “Okay; nine point five.”


“Please. Don’t be jealous, Avara. The maneuver
warrant’s at least a ten.” K’llan responded brightly, her violet eyes
sparkling with the enjoyment of a shared, death–defying experience and, Avara
knew, the easy banter the two had developed in the last months.


With a wink and half–grin, Serros replied, “Ten it is, then,
but you get to fish them out; spoils of victory and all that.”


















 


CHAPTER 11


Having showered and changed into a blessedly clean uniform, K’llan
Z’arr left her quarters feeling rather refreshed from her jungle trolling and
cavern spelunking adventures on Moxar. As she made her way through the corridors
of the QS Excalibur, several crew members paused in their own journeys
to demonstrate some sign or other of friendly greeting.


Over the last four months, K’llan had fallen into the rhythm
of life aboard the primarily Human ship with surprising ease. Mornings began
with an exercise regime which was supplemented several days a week by sparring
bouts with Captain Serros or Commander Perez. Workouts were then typically
followed by a rotation of duty. Her evenings were taken up by research and
interaction with members of the crew that first began as acquaintances and now
were becoming friends.


The daily mode of starship routine was frequently broken up
by on–planet or station missions, normally involving investigation and copious
amounts of bullet–fire, contextualized by frequent near–death “adventures.” The
Vosaia had found that monotony was a rare state of existence aboard the twelve–deck
Human frigate. 


Though most certainly a military vessel with a primarily military
crew, the just under one–hundred or so compliment of the QS Excalibur differed
from K’llan’s previous observations regarding the feel of interaction between
members aboard most units of armed forces in a very real, if intangible way. Specifically,
in an emotive and cognitive sense. Each member of the Excalibur truly
was among the very best and the brightest in her or his respective area of
expertise, and even the non–senior crewmen were of the highest caliber in
regards to ability, knowledge, and skill. The energy of working each day with a
crew comprised of such exceptional individuals, coupled with the sense of
purpose and infectious joy that most members seemed to operate with was beyond
doubt, a vitalizing experience. Though at times overwhelmed by the high
passions of a, at least to a Vosaia’s standards, psychically untrained and
hence emotionally volatile Human crew living in constant near proximity, K’llan
felt that the vessel was beginning to resonate as home.


True to Captain Serros’s word, becoming a member of Nova
Squad was indeed proving to be most engaging. Upon acceptance of the Shield
Operative’s offer, Z’arr was immediately commissioned into the Human Ministry Navy
as “Lieutenant, Third Class” and assigned to three senior officer–ranked
positions that encompassed a like number of spheres of duty.


First and foremost, she was given the position of Senior Weapons
Specialist aboard the Excalibur. As such, K’llan was assigned her own lab
on Deck 5 to manage and improve the functionality, usage, and performance of
all the individual models of both hand–held weapons and body armor that made up
the impressive store of the ship’s armory.


Given her education and her close to fifty years of
experience working in Research and Development as a weapon’s designer for the
Vosaia government, it was a position she was exceptionally well suited for. In
some ways, she felt like a child gifted with the ultimate play–room, for unlike
her employment with either the Vosaia government or later ApexArcatech, her
budget was, within reason, nearly unlimited. Her access to cutting edge
technology and materials was a mere request away. It was a heady and exciting
reality, for it meant that her imagination was limited only by the scope of her
own thought rather that constraints outside of her determination.


Her second officially designated role was that of Junior
Science Officer, working directly under the Gorath Senior Science Officer, Major
Ca’rrakk. Aboard ship, this position meant that she assisted Ca’rrakk with his
primary duties which encompassed the observation, cataloging, and research of the
varied environments they came into contact with, as well as any unusual scientific
phenomena. At times her science based tasks overlapped with her other duties to
ready for missions requiring special equipment so that the Squad was as
prepared as possible for any potential complications.


Excitingly, K’llan had learned that unusual or new
discoveries and developments were sent to Naval Headquarters on Pax and the Quorum
on Sigil to be followed up on later by fully supported and vetted science and research
teams. This meant that her initial work could inspire breakthroughs in
understanding that affect future generations.


Her final sphere of responsibility was rather unusual and in
many ways, unofficial, but given the extraordinarily high number of Arca augmented
crewmembers aboard the ship, Captain Serros had felt that her background and
training should not be wasted. As such, K’llan had also been assigned the
position of “Senior Arcatech Officer.” So far her duties in this lattermost
role were primarily comprised of possessing a thorough knowledge of all Arcatech
Enhancements of each crew member and continued research into maximizing
abilities that such technology granted. Z’arr was also tasked to train crew in
Arcatech application. 


Though K’llan was still adjusting to her new role and work–intensive
responsibilities, with the capture of Iak Risha, she had now played a
significant part in Nova’s third successful mission since joining the Squad,
and knew she was truly adapting to her new life. With a sweet pang, K’llan
considered that if her mother could be present, she would be most pleased.


New doors indeed.


Ducking into the double–doors of the elevator lift, K’llan
found herself face to face with a seven–foot–eleven, fur covered bi–ped.
“Greetings, Major Ca’rrakk.”


“Greetings, Lieutenant Z’arr. Are you heading to the
Strategy Room for the mission debrief as well?” The Gorath asked, his rumbling
baritone so deep that K’llan fancied she could practically see the vibrations
pitch–off the lift’s royal blue and steel colored durexium walls.


“Yes. Shall we go together?”


“Excellent suggestion.” Ca’rrakk responded, coal–colored fur
rippling in pleasure.


As the ship’s Junior Science Specialist, K’llan had spent a
great deal of time with the Gorath member of Nova Squad over the last few months,
and had established not only a significant level of respect for his intellect
as well as martial prowess, but she also found that on a personal level she
liked him a great deal.


“Any luck isolating the gradja lichen filaments to create an
effective source of bio–luminescence?” She asked as the lift began its climb.


“No, but close. I believe if pounded into a fine paste with
an additive of synthetic silicate for magnification and a derivative of Adrenix
to act as a sustaining agent, the mixture should catalyze to create at
least some form of stable luminosity. It shall be most interesting to explore.
Um, that is, at least during my personal time.”


Though K’llan did not find the Gorath’s pet project to be
all that personally fascinating, she did find his eagerness inspiring. “I am
sure you will meet with success.”


“Yes, we shall see. How about you? Any progress on your projection
project?” Ca’rrakk asked curiously as the two exited the lift on Deck 2, the
Gorath sliding next to the hall’s right wall in an effort to make room for a
jogging Ensign Xiang, who offered a quick wave of thanks as he slipped into the
lift.


“Yes. I believe that with a little more fine tuning, I
should be able to increase the range of the Captain’s favored Zadex Volturno
SX9s by one–point seven percent.”


“Ah. She will be quite pleased, I think.” Ca’rrakk responded
with a twitch of his triangular nose.


“Yes, I’m sure.” K’llan replied with a smile. “I myself
prefer my Rubex GHT6s, but as I discovered a long time ago, each person has
their own favored firearm.”


“Given my own proclivities, I would have to agree with that
claim.”


As they entered the doors to the Excalibur’s Strategy
Room and took seats next to one another at the smooth, glossy–black HUD table,
Z’arr remarked, “Hmm. Given your zeal for massive armament, I am surprised that
you do not simply attempt to carry one of the ships battery’s with you into a
battle.”


“Hey, why didn’t I think of that before?” Commander Marcus Perez
drawled as he walked in with Captain Serros, the two taking their usual seats
for strategy sessions and meetings with Serros at the head of the far end of
the table and Perez to her right. Both were dressed just as the rest of the
Senior Staff in standard rather than full dress uniforms. Each officer’s
ensemble consisted of the stiff–necked, dark royal blue jacket trimmed in
lighter royal blue markings and straight legged, oil–black trousers. Reverse triangular
platinum pips on each person’s upper right chest designated individual rank.


“Ha! Knowing you, it would get lost and I’d have to pay for
a new one.” Serros quipped as the rest of the executive officers of the Excalibur
and Nova Squad members filed into the room in short order. Lieutenant Commander
Adeline, Lieutenant Rygel, Lieutenant Naxos, Lieutenant Chopa, and Lieutenant
Commander Philips to the Captain’s left; Lieutenant Tildon Jaxx and Dr. Argos
joining Perez, Ca’rrakk, and Z’arr on the right.


“Where’s the faith, mi hermana?” Perez asked.


“Uh huh. Adeline, status regarding our guest and the data
dump?” Serros asked, turning to the Operations and Intelligence Officer sitting
at her immediate left.


“Our visitor is secure and sitting tight in the brig. He is
also refusing to speak without his advocate.” Adeline answered, brown eyes
glinting with humor. “Rygel and I were able to retrieve ninety–three percent of
the data from Risha’s mainframe, personal hub and CPA. I’m about half–way
through and still collating and organizing the info, but despite his best efforts,
Risha’s security simply does not measure up. I’ve been able to retrieve several
interesting files regarding the identity of more than a few of ‘Vartah’s’
key agents, as well. Plus, business fronts to launder drug–funds through and a
list of officials he’s managed to bribe or coerce to support his endeavors. We
have him, Captain.” Her expression was as fierce as the Captain’s own for the
victory.


Smiling, Captain Serros told the third in command “Superb
work, Diana.”


“Thank you, Captain.”


“I’d like you with me when we drop Risha off and present our
findings to the Quorum Representative and security detail on Avex. I want Risha
wrapped up tight, with a shiny red bow for his journey to Sigil.”


As Adeline nodded in the affirmative, the Vosaia could feel
the flourish of warmth and pleasure that suffused the Human Lieutenant
Commander’s entire being at the Captain’s praise, as well as something more.


Both watching and sensing the emotion behind the exchange, K’llan
understood something in that moment that had eluded her before, but explained
much of the painfully polite yet stiff demeanor Adeline had adopted when K’llan
and she came in to close contact. At the same time, just as she was suddenly
quite certain of Diana Adeline’s feelings for Captain Avara Serros, she was
equally confident of Avara’s benign ignorance of those sentiments, especially
given how skilled the Ops Officer apparently was at hiding those particular
emotions.


Careful to not let a trace of her own feelings flicker
across her features or emotionally reverberate, K’llan also noted her own
reaction to the discovery as she felt a crack of vague alarm and unease quicken
within.


A further complication.


Exerting her will, K’llan retracted her emotional and
cognitive senses to focus more completely on the meeting rather than stray
psychic readings.


“What’s the status of our QN Buoy tube upgrade, Lieutenant
Commander Philips?” Marcus Perez asked, changing topics.


Shifting in his seat, K’llan watched as the Senior
Engineering Officer’s smoky gray eyes blinked and he quickly pulled up some
basic data on his CPA while simultaneously answering the inquiry. “Quite well.
I’ve isolated the necessary power peak for our projected optimization.” Nodding
his head at Adeline, Philips continued with, “Thanks to the research data
provided by Lieutenant Commander Adeline, we should be able to achieve a forty–three
second reduction in the standard lag–time between QN Buoy discharge and Quantum
Net activation.” 


Despite her deliberate suffocation of psychic scanning, just
as had already occurred several times in the last four months, K’llan had no
difficulty at all in picking up on the espresso–haired Lieutenant Commander
Philip’s sentiments regarding Adeline. Though respect was evident, they were feelings
that quite obviously, at least to a Vosaia’s empathic senses, were not
reciprocated. 


“Well done, Philips. The optimization will allow us to
perform a QGST jump in close to half a minute sooner than average. That’s an
advantage I’m certain we’ll find quite helpful.” Captain Serros commented with
an approving smile and nod.


“Thank you, Sir. Couldn’t have done it without Adeline.”


“Of course you could and would have, Philips. I just helped
to speed the process along.” Adeline chimed in, looking slightly embarrassed.


With a second complimentary nod for both of them, the
Captain turned her attention to Lieutenant Jaxx. “Any issues with our systems,
Tildon?” Serros asked.


The red–haired officer shook his head in the negative, a
pleased look on his freckled face. In his R–clipped mode of speech common to
his Old–Terran Russian background, Jaxx confidently responded, “No, Sir. The
adjustments have fused without issue.”


“Very good, Lieutenant.” Turning her attention to Commander
Argos, Tildon Jaxx’s wife, the Shield queried, “Doctor, what’s the news on Ensign
Ling?”


“She’s quite well. The arm shall be fully recovered by
tomorrow, though further rest wouldn’t go amiss.” Jenna Argos answered.


“That’s good to hear. As we’ve only a couple days travel
time to Avex and as of yet, no new missions in the queue, I think we’re all due
for some R&R. After all, it’s been a month and a half since our last
rotation.”


Despite her best efforts to dampen her empathic senses, K’llan
picked up on a short yet piercing spike of emotion as Captain Serros turned
towards Perez. “Marcus, if you and A could work out the shore leave logistics,
please. It is time.”


Slightly frustrated, K’llan noted that no matter how she
tried, the one person she found impossible to effectively psychically block was
Avara, especially given the strength of her currently trumpeting emotions that
stood in such stark contrast to her carefully offhand tone and cool facade.


“Will do, Captain. I’ll handle the details for our… errand
as well.” Commander Perez’s voice also held an unusual note of gravitas that K’llan
found to be of equal significance. As the Vosaia watched Serros’s deep blue
eyes meet Marcus’s rich golden–brown orbs, she could sense something unspoken
pass between them, and as clear as the sounding of a siren, felt the two reach
a form of perfect accord.


“Anything else, people?”


At the answering chorus of negatives, Serros announced “All right
then, crew. Keep up the good work and dismissed.”


With a sense of anticipation of an enjoyable evening to
come, as agreed upon earlier the Vosaia fell into step with Captain Serros. “Shall
we?”


“Yes.”
















 


CHAPTER 12


As K’llan and Avara exited the Strategy Room and the two
made way onto the lift, Captain Serros inquired “How’s your work going with the
Volturnos?” 


With a smile, K’llan answered, “Successful. Your shot range is
now officially increased by one–point seven percent.”


“Ha! Good work. I look forward to trying them out.” K’llan
could clearly hear the note of what could only be described as gleeful delight
in the Captain’s velvet–smooth alto.


“I thought so.”


After the two entered the lift, K’llan asked “Have you eaten,
Avara?”


“Yeah, I grabbed a bite right before our meeting. Have you
had your Vitani?”


“Yes, this morning.”


“Despite all the day’s excitement?” The Captain asked as
they exited on Deck 3.


“I try to make it a habit of always in–taking my required
nourishment during the morning, just in case the day does not allow for such
necessary distraction.”


After offering a friendly nod in return to a brief salute presented
by the passing Ensign Zibai, Serros remarked “Ah. Convenient to only have to
eat once a day. It’s not something I could sustain.”


K’llan laughed at that, knowing only too well the Captain’s predilection
for eating several large meals a day. “No, I do not imagine you could, given
your habit of second and third helpings.” K’llan could feel Avara’s humor at
the observation even as a rueful grin spread across the Captain’s face. 


“It is a common trait among Arcas, of course.” Z’arr
offered. “Your body has to intake enough sustenance to support the required
rate of amplified energy expenditure. For Vosaia, it simply means a larger
single dose of Vitani. For most other species, the requirement equates to much
increased quantities of food.” K’llan added the last just as they reached her
quarters.


“Well, as I happen to really enjoy good food, it all works
out just fine for me.” Serros drawled in her South–Eastern Kylosian accent, a
lyrical Human dialect that K’llan now knew from conversation was rooted in Old–Terran
Welsh.


The Captain remained standing in the doorway as K’llan
retrieved a smooth, silvery wooden case about three and a half feet or so in
length from the left wall just inside her small, but comfortable personal
quarters. Gripping the case’s handle in her left hand, they left her cabin behind
and continued walking side by side through the somewhat narrow ship hallways.


“It is interesting serving aboard a non–Vosaia vessel and
noting how much emphasis upon and enjoyment Humans seem to experience during
their meals. Almost as if it is a ritual.”


Cocking her head to the side in acknowledgment, Avara responded,
“In many ways, the sharing of a meal is a ritual for Humans. Even throughout
our earliest recorded history, during the Old–Terran Period and across all
cultures regardless of origin or distance. The sharing as well as gifting of
food signified many of the most important of Human exchanges and expression. Hospitality,
peaceful intention, the creation of alliances and unions, the establishment of
social status, and commemoration as well as celebration.”


K’llan nodded, having now spent enough time among Humans to
see the truth of the Captain’s words. “Yes, quite. It is different for the
Vosaia, especially with the advent of Vitani Serum and the start of the Blood
Wars.”


“Such customs seem to be common among most sentient species.
Is there no tradition of sharing sustenance for the Vosaia?” Avara asked, brow
knitting with curiosity and her psychic energy unconsciously flaring with the
intensity she tended to exude whenever trying to understand or address an
issue. It was a force that K’llan had grown accustomed to in the past months,
yet at times could still be somewhat jarring.


“There is, but only among the closest of individuals.”


“Why?” Serros asked as they reached their destination, the
Captain’s own quarters. K’llan could feel the brilliance of Avara’s intellect
as she sifted through her knowledge and understanding of Vosaia culture in an
attempt to fully comprehend.


Placing the case she carried against the left–most wall to
the main room’s entryway, K’llan slowly walked around the Captain’s Quarters as
she considered how best to answer the question. Though having been in these
rooms dozens of times since joining Nova Squad, as always, she felt a surge of
comfort intermingled with slight anxiety as she moved about the Shield’s
personal living space.


As befitting her status as Captain, though not particularly
large, the quarters were more spacious and well–appointed than those of any
other crewman. The cabin consisted of two rooms partitioned by a glass wall
featuring clear sliding glass doors. The farther, second room included the
bedroom as well as a small private lavatory that all of the senior staff
possessed, rather than the shared public facilities the rest of the crew
utilized. 


The first and main room acted as a living–work space
complete with a compact yet comfortable dark brown, leather L–shaped couch and
matching chairs, as well as a low, jet–black glass table and a petite but well–designed
matching work–desk. A small, in–set cooling unit held food and beverages next
to a retractable, three–foot counter and an equally retractable diminutive wall–sink.


As with the rest of the QS Excalibur, the space was
primarily royal blue and steel colored durexium in hue, yet several dark wood,
shallow bookcases lined the walls. The cases were filled almost entirely with
antiquated paper books, each shelf featuring triple retractable bars to ensure that
the rather valuable tomes did not go flying through the air when the ship was
engaged in robust maneuvers. The subjects of these old–fashioned and worn, yet
clearly well cared for volumes, varied greatly and spanned the known races. The
topics ranged from history, philosophy, art, and archeology to language,
quantum physics, star ship design, weapon’s tech, botany, and biology.


Breaking up the left centermost bookcase, were two jewel
encrusted yet deadly and clearly well maintained traditional Human cutlasses
with elegant basket hilts. K’llan knew that they were types of short swords still
utilized to this day in official duels between Humans in ritual combat to
settle dispute. As with everything else aboard an active starship, the swords
were carefully restrained from movement during flight, in this case by old
fashioned brackets rather than the more modern mag–clips.


The forward ceiling of both the main room as well as the
second was mostly open viewports, featuring the icy streak of stars against a
backdrop of black touched with vibrant indigo as the ship traveled at QGST.


Just under the ceiling and wrapping around the entire length
of the middle to upper room and into the bedroom was a large, sinuously curved,
yet symmetrically designed water tank. The tank was replete with the deep blue
of warm saltwater and brilliant green of underwater plant–life. Brightly
colored fish of dozens of species darted to and fro throughout the rather impressive
aquarium that flowed above the front doorway and to the sides of the bedroom
doors.


The piscine creatures were actively flitting from rock to
rock to swaying water grove in either energetic or languid patterns known only
to themselves. Each streaking fish, crawling crustacean, and deceptively
delicate, slow moving mollusk was, K’llan knew, native to Avara’s homeworld of
Kylos.


Finally, several open spaces were fashioned into the walls and
held framed images rendered in charcoal, ink, and led. The themes primarily
focused on various land, city, and star scapes but there was an occasional
person or starship to be found as well. Each was exquisite in detail and
remarkably life–like, displaying an astute sensitivity and high level of
observation, as well as skill. K’llan could not help but to smile in
remembrance of the first time she was a guest in the Captain’s quarters and
asked about the depictions decorating the walls. She had learned that the
pictures were created by the Captain herself. Just as then and every time she
was in these two rooms, Z’arr found herself drawn to the lush images and swept
into the timeless moments Avara seemed to effortlessly capture. Once more, she thought
how representative such a craft was of the person who is Avara Serros.


Even now, K’llan could feel the strength of Serros’s
concentration on K’llan, charged with seemingly endless energy yet enduring
patience and sensitivity.


Turning towards Avara, the Vosaia finally replied, “The
answer to your question is somewhat… complicated.”


The Captain took a seat on the couch and gestured for K’llan
to do the same. “How so?”


Following suit and sitting a foot or so away from her Human
friend, K’llan responded “I know you are aware of the Vosaia biological urge to
Feed in order to survive. Before the Blood Schism, it was the norm for Vosaia
to Feed on other sentients and consume life–soul energy, or nya, for
sustenance. Many rituals surrounded the act of consensual Feeding, as well as
rules of etiquette and decorum.”


Pausing for a moment to carefully consider her vocabulary,
understanding the importance of this rather personal topic in a way that Avara did
not, K’llan absently traced the ridge of her sapphire streaked brow as she
reached for the right words. “At the same time, though made a crime for Vosaia
to perpetrate within our species, it was also common for Vosaia to
non–consensually Feed on others. The ultimate expression of non–consensual
Feeding was, of course, symbolized by the legal slavery of sentients.”


K’llan again found herself searching for the appropriate lexis
to explain one of the most significance developments in her people’s history. “It
was with this practice in which the origination of deep dispute first rooted
within Vosaia society and ultimately expressed itself in the split between
Vosaia and Karukai. During the Blood Wars and with their end, within society
there developed a… cultural stigma, I suppose you could say, in regards
to casual Feeding of any kind. This stigma became further stressed and
solidified by a host of legal definitions and limitations of how Feeding can be
enacted. The emphasis is prompted by the potential to go too far when Feeding,
and thus cause harm to the person being Fed upon.”


With a somewhat self–deprecating shrug due to her own
familial connection, K’llan added, “All of this was, of course, made truly
possible in such a wide–spread manner by the development of Vitani.”


K’llan watched as Avara nodded slowly in response,
understanding lighting her lustrous night–blue eyes as she clasped her hands
together, elbows resting on her knees and position canted towards K’llan in an
oddly inclusive manner. Without the utterance of a single word, the action
symbolized a quiet acceptance of both Vosaia culture and of K’llan. Musing, Z’arr
knew that it was this manner of inclusivity and acceptance, fused with
her unbendable strength of will and moral code that encouraged others to so
enthusiastically follow Captain Avara Serros into almost any circumstance she
directed. In this, Avara resembled no other individual K’llan had ever
encountered.


“So,” Serros began, mouth working to keep up with her mind,
“essentially, there are no longer regular customs and traditions around the
sharing of sustenance due to its association with Feeding, Vitani or no.”


“Exactly.”


“And yet, as you alluded to, consensual Feeding is still
allowed.”


At the Captain’s statement, which also represented an
implicit question, K’llan felt a slight flutter in the core of her being, a pin
of anxiety delicately stabbing through surface–flesh. Of course Avara would not
be satisfied with anything even remotely representing a half–answer. It simply
was not in her nature to do so.


“Yes, consensual Feeding is not disallowed.” Z’arr
continued, forcing herself to directly meet Avara’s gaze. “As I said, however,
except in very specific… circumstances, it is never a casual act. You
must understand,” K’llan uttered, and she could feel herself unconsciously
gripping her right knee in emphasis of the importance of the concept she was
trying to communicate.  “Firstly, it is an intensely deep and personal
joining. Not only is the very life energy of the two people involved exchanged,
but so are the most intimate and private memories, thoughts, and experiences. Feeding
is typically conducted only between the closest of individuals; that is to say,
almost always between Life–Mates.”


Avara’s eyes widened slightly and her lips compressed in
concentration. K’llan could feel the Human react to the emotions Z’arr knew she
was broadcasting. She also knew Avara could sense K’llan’s need for her meaning
to be understood and her vague, but very real anxiety regarding the potential
for rejection due to their cultural differences. Feelings that were further underscored
with heavy significance by the link the two of them had, in an almost unheard
of fashion, spontaneously developed.


 Yet still had yet to discuss.


“I see.” The Captain slowly mouthed a moment later. “You
said Feeding is never a casual act except in very specific circumstances?”


K’llan could not help herself. She felt a low bubble of
laughter peal forth despite the loaded discussion. “You are more exacting than
any Professor I ever studied under, Avara.” She remarked, letting the bemused
warmth she felt filter between herself and Serros. “Yes, so I did.”


Serros issued one of her trademark, crooked grins that did
much to dispel the quiet tension of the unexpectedly weighty topic. “Sorry; I frequently
drove my own teachers to distraction, and not always to good result.”


“I can only imagine.” K’llan responded, still laughing slightly.
“Mm. How should I say this? Though looked down upon by some within society,
there are what you would call… prostitutes, I suppose would be the most appropriate
if not entirely accurate term. Those who allow Feeding by Vosaia who are
willing to pay for the pleasure. As it is consensual, it is quite legal.”


“Ah, I see.” Serros answered, mulling the thought over.
“That description makes Feeding seem almost sexual. Is that an accurate
assessment?” Interestingly, K’llan read not a hint of reserve or embarrassment,
only curiosity.


K’llan nodded in the affirmative. “There is a reason why
Feeding is usually only shared between Life–Mates. As I have described, there
is certainly the emotional, cognitive, and spiritual connection in the act, but
also a decidedly physical exchange. Feeding does not have to, but almost always
does, include sexual intimacy. Additionally, due to the emotive exchange,
physical release is magnified many times and is more… pleasurable than purely corporeal
sexual release alone.”


To K’llan’s own slight dismay and despite over two–hundred
years of life, she found that it was she who experienced a slim thread
of embarrassment at her own declaration.


“Ah. And have you ever… participated in consensual Feeding?”


K’llan fought the urge to squirm under the hawk–like gaze of
those too bright eyes. And the unmistakable interest that lay pulsing in the
space between them. “No. Though I have taken lovers in the physical sense that
Humans understand, I… always had yet to meet someone with whom I wished to
share such a joining with.”


To her vast relief, Serros did not pursue the grammatical
tense or half–stutter K’llan had just issued. She could not decide if Avara’s
decision to cease her questing was due to an understanding or lack of
understanding. The Vosaia could, however, feel a bloom of what could
only be described as faint satisfaction rippling off of Avara, though K’llan
was not sure of its exact meaning. Nonetheless, she did recognize the pleasure and
warmth she felt flowing from Serros as the Captain said “Thank you for sharing
such a personal matter with me. I am honored by your trust.”


“Of course, Avara.”


“Well,” The Captain began as she stood up and offered a hand
to K’llan, a playful smile curving her naturally rouge–touched lips, “as I know
there is at least one every day ritual we Humans and Vosaia do
share, shall we each have a glass and begin this evening’s entertainment?”


K’llan responded with another laugh, an experience that was
quite common, she had noted, when spending off–hour time with Avara Serros.
Taking the Human’s slender yet strong fingers in her own for a brief moment,
Z’arr could once more feel a shot of the Captain’s emotions; genuine fondness,
regard, and delight at being in her company. They were all sentiments that were
echoed by K’llan. “Most certainly.”


Still faintly smiling, Avara released her grip and walked
over to the cabinets located next to the petite kitchen area of the cabin and
retrieved two small bottles, which she then uncapped and poured the contents of
into cobalt–colored glasses. The one she handed to K’llan was filled with
Vosaia Irenoth, the same drink she had consumed when the Captain had asked her
to join Nova Squad. Since the two had developed their friendship, it was a
beverage the Captain consistently kept on hand in her quarters. Serros’s own
glass was filled with Kylosian Honey–Water, her preferred social drink.


After raising then clinking their glasses in the Human
tradition K’llan had grown accustomed to, as had become their habit, they then
settled at their respective places. Avara was seated on the bench of the small
Human piano located to the left of her work–desk, a miniature Milvan
constructed of stained, polished hardwood. K’llan sat in the desk–chair placed
next to Avara, her silver, sokath–crafted firanelle gripped in her left hand, while
cupping her chin on its base. The instrument’s matching bow was loose in her right
hand.


“Shall we begin with Irlen’s Seventh?” K’llan asked, and at her
friend’s affirmative nod and count–off, they began.


Within minutes, K’llan felt herself slipping into the notes
that she and the Captain created. Tone, rhythm, and emphasis placed on both
keys and strings countering and yet blending perfectly. As always seemed to
happen they played together, K’llan felt the relaxation of thought and feeling
as she was immersed within the music they generated and the emotion the Vosaia
felt pouring from Serros like heated water into a chill pool.


An only too frequent occurrence these days, K’llan found
herself speculating as to how much Avara was truly aware of the depth of the
connection that the two shared. If Serros understood that, especially at times
like this when duties were relaxed and they were in each other’s company, her nya
and the Human’s both merged with, and were sub–merged within, one
another’s.


There was no doubt that their friendship had continued to expand
in the last few months as they not only worked quite closely together but also often
spent off–hours in each other’s company. It had begun with sparing matches of macti
as they’d noted very early (in truth, during their first encounter and night–filled
rooftop chase), that they were quite close in skill level. Certainly, they were
the most practiced on the ship in that particular form of martial arts. The
bouts quickly turned into regular engagements.


After the first month, the two experienced a mutual recognition
regarding their life–long study and love of music, passed on to both of them by
their respective mothers. Soon, Avara and K’llan met weekly then bi–weekly just
as tonight; to play together, share a drink and conversation.


Gradually they had begun to comprehend more about one
another, from perspectives and opinions to likes, dislikes, and experiences. K’llan
knew that Avara was introduced to art from her father, a mechanical engineer
and painter. It was a love that Serros carried even through the Academy where
she Majored, somewhat unsurprisingly, in Tactical Strategy, but Minored in Art
History. Though Avara had spoken but a little of the matter, K’llan also knew
that the Captain had lost her father to violence when she was barely eighteen
years of age, and that continuing to practice art was not only something she
enjoyed for herself, but in some way, acted as a living memoriam to the deceased
parent she adored.


In return, K’llan had shared that, though an unusual love–match
in Vosaia society, her mother Ry’anlyar Z’arr had chosen as her Life–Mate not
only a male, but a Human male, and that K’llan too had also lost her
father at a young age. Though her memories of him were sketchy, as she’d
communicated to Avara, her interest in the military that eventually resulted in
her becoming a Vosaia STF Agent was initially spurred by his own life’s
vocation.


Still, despite the closeness the two had built, K’llan could
not be certain how Avara, a Human, viewed their relationship. K’llan discerned
that Captain Serros felt and sensed their psychic bond, just as K’llan knew it
was distinct in Avara’s experiences. Yet she was unsure if Avara Serros
understood what such a connection meant to a Vosaia and within Vosaia culture,
how unique their bond truly was.


K’llan found the topic somewhat maddening to consider.


Despite the other friendships she was developing, most notably
with Commander Marcus Perez and Major Ca’rrakk, Z’arr did not feel that it was
a subject she could raise with another aboard the Excalibur. The issue
was further made opaque by the fact that Avara seemed to possess a penchant for
forming close friendships. Indeed, she had crafted several with various
crewmembers, most notable Perez, Adeline, and her Captain’s Steward, Gaius. Yet
also with Naxos, Ca’rrakk, and Dr. Argos. K’llan wished she could discuss the
topic with her mother, who of all Vosaia would most certainly understand and in
be able to offer some flavor of insight, but as of yet, Z’arr had not had the
courage to broach the topic over the Net.


K’llan’s flying thoughts found anchor in the gentle yet
swelling emotion she suddenly became aware that Captain Serros was
broadcasting. The two were playing through the chords of a minor–keyed Human piece
that Avara had introduced K’llan to some ten minutes before and, almost as if
by their own violation, Avara’s fingers gracefully danced across the ivory and
hematite colored keys of her Milvan to stretch far beyond what they had as of
yet worked on together.


Soon, K’llan stopped the high–toned counterpoint she was
playing and just listened, absorbing the music as well as the flood of feelings
that seemed to be swelling within her friend. The tune itself, a melancholy–laced
sonata, seemed entirely appropriate to the emotional tide stretching from Avara
to K’llan.


A profound sense of loss and old grief intermingled with a
quiet, yet persistent note of victory and pride. The song was only made all the
more beautiful for the heartbreaking poignancy that corresponded to Avara’s
emotional discharge. As the last two minor keys sounded throughout the star and
salt–water cradled cabin, so immersed was K’llan in the Human’s music and nya,
she could feel the hot spring of tears tracking their path down her pale
cheeks.


Finally, as the silence seemed to stretch through the domicile
like a vast–winged bird and Captain Serros said nothing, just sat staring
forward at something that was not present, K’llan knew she had to speak. With
equal certainty, she also found that she intuitively recognized what to say.
“Avara… what was the exchange I felt between you and Commander Perez during the
debrief earlier this evening?”


At first it was if Avara had not heard the Vosaia’s words,
but Z’arr knew better and simply waited. Shaking her head as if to obtain freedom
from some invisible bond yet still not looking at K’llan, Avara replied, “The
song is called ‘Lamentation.’ It was written by Sigrun in dual commemoration of
the Kylos Raze in 3395 and the VanDorn Strike of Kylos in 3409.”


The tone with which Avara answered was so
uncharacteristically lifeless, that K’llan felt her heart ache in concern for the
Human that, despite all questions, she knew she deeply cared for. “Your
Father?”


A nod. “Yes. Countless others as well, including most of
Marcus’s family. It’s one of the reasons why he and I are so close. My brother
Bedwyr was also lost in the Raze, just like my Da. After, my Mam took Marcus
and his brother Alejandro in, adopted them as her own. And I also… I also lost Nai
Fen in the Strike, the person who had been my closest… friend since childhood.
Next to Marcus, of course.” 


K’llan did not have to ask for any clarification to understand
the importance of this person, Nai Fen, to Avara. Her roiling emotions clearly
trumpeted that the two had not only been extremely close, but unlike Marcus, they
had also unmistakably been lovers as well. In all probability, for many of
Avara’s still relatively young forty–four years.


“You know,” Serros continued in that same, bleak tone.
“Today, you can hardly find any trace of the damage those two attacks caused. Tens
of thousands dead, and yet… the developed settlements have been rebuilt and
both the sea and the green have reclaimed what was theirs. But if you look
closely, delve into the rainforest, dive to the deep–sea depths, the scars are
still there, still unhealed. Still not forgotten.”


Avara finally turned her head and her brilliant eyes met
K’llan’s gaze. Smiling faintly, she offered an apologetic shrug and murmured,
“Forgive my maudlin turn; such dark thoughts are unlike me. It’s just that the
anniversary is fast approaching.”


Quietly wiping away her tears and searching for what succor
she could to offer to her Captain and much more importantly, her friend, K’llan
asked “How do you normally commemorate the date?”


K’llan was startled as a burst of Avara’s laughter sounded
forth at the question. “Well, it usually goes like this. Each year, Marcus and
I set aside the date and find someplace to light candles for those that we
lost, and raise our glasses to their memory. We then proceed to get absolutely
piss–drunk to the point where we’re lucky if we can stumble our way home. The
next day is dedicated to recovering, though depending on how you view the
matter, I’m a bit luckier than he when it comes to the recuperation. Arca Savant
and all.”


K’llan could not help but feel the corners of her mouth turn
upward at the image Serros’s word produced, even if it was bittersweet. “I can
only imagine the amount of alcohol that you must imbibe to reach such a state
of inebriation at all.”


Serros laughed a second time then moved to straddle the
piano bench so she could more squarely face the Vosaia.  “It’s a truly
epic quantity. If we’re especially lucky, Marcus and I are planetside in a bar
or club and some group of rowdy fools try to pick a fight with one of us. I
tell you, it never seems to end well for the rowdies. Marcus especially takes
his brawling seriously.”


Even as she smiled, K’llan could feel her eyes widen at the
Captain’s words. It was hard to imagine the Shield Operative releasing her usually
tightly held self–control, yet not at all difficult to picture Avara
unabashedly smacking down bullies.


Sensing a moment to understand something of Avara that had
seemed too dangerously personal to ask before, long detained words tumbled out
of her mouth before she could even consider halting them. “Nai Fen… were the
two of you Life–Mates?”


Serros’s smile retreated a bit at the question, but other
than the expression of old sadness, she seemed comfortable as she answered.
“No, we were not married. When young, we were first childhood friends and along
with Marcus, as close as three people could be. Then as we got older and our
teenage years came, Fen and I became more.” Shifting slightly, Avara remarked,
“She was my first and I hers… and we were lovers for many years.”


“Why did you not, as the Humans term the union, marry and
become Wife and Wife? My understanding is that based on your age, it would not have
been unusual for you to do so.” K’llan asked, confused over the obvious love
Serros had held for the Human who had died, yet also sensing conflicting
feelings she could not help but to effortlessly read.


“That’s a bit complicated.” Serros answered, echoing Z’arr’s
earlier expression. Her tone was slightly bemused but also certain as she said
“I suppose, the best answer is that our life–paths were not compatible,
especially for Fen.”


At K’llan’s unconscious query, sent through the currently
heightened yet ever present emotive link that the two shared, Avara answered
“Fen was not suited for marriage to someone who was, at least to an extent,
also married to the Navy. She became an Art History Professor at Oleron
University on Pax. We tried, but in the end, it wasn’t what she wanted. The
whole white picket fence thing doesn’t really sync with my chosen profession,
after all. At least not how she envisioned it.” Shifting, Avara added, “Fen had
just become engaged to another, a woman who was a fellow Professor at
University, when she was killed during the VanDorn Strike. That was almost twelve
years ago now.”


“I am sorry, Avara.” K’llan said softly, and she meant the
sentiment. Her words were directed not only at the death of the woman that
Serros had obviously loved, but also the lost opportunity. Though the resultant
emotions of the ended relationship were for the most part well–healed, Z’arr
could read that Serros still carried a dull sense of regret.


“Thank you, K’llan. Truly though, what I mourn most is the
loss of my friend, more than what could have been. I think, the part that
sometimes interferes with feeling a fuller sense of peace over the matter, is
the fact that despite her dislike of being linked to someone within the
military, Fen the civilian was killed due to an attack. As while I, the person
with all that combat training and who routinely engages in extremely dangerous situations,
was not.”


Suddenly K’llan understood Serros’s meaning with perfect
clarity, almost as if the thoughts were her own. “Ah. The irony that the very
person that pursued a life of peace was killed in violence, rather
than the person who pursues a life involving violence to achieve peace
for others.”


“Exactly!” Avara exclaimed, pleased. “Most people other than
Marcus wouldn’t understand the distinction, but there it is all the same.”


K’llan could feel a flush of heat spread across her pale cheeks
and she knew a faint blush of blue was only too visible with the emotion. “Yes,
well, I do have an advantage over most.”


With a smile that was both knowing and sweetly innocent at
the same time, Avara replied, “Yes, I suppose you do.”


A moment later, the Captain shook her head, dark forehead
locks tumbling slightly with the motion. “Well, shall we end the night with
something more upbeat?”


“Of course.” K’llan answered as Serros swung her long legs
around to again seat herself face–forward in front of her Milvan.


“Any suggestions?”


“How about a different Human work. Aniya Arbor’s Violin
Concerto No. 3, with you taking the part of the cello?” K’llan invited with a
smile, lifting her firanelle, an instrument distinctly similar to a Human violin.


“Ha! You’re full of surprises, aren’t you?” Serros remarked with
genuine delight. “One of my Late Old–Terran favorites. We’ll see if we can
switch things up from the normally, strings–only modality of the classic rendition.”


“Very good, then. One… two… three… and four.” Z’arr counted
out, and was delighted to note the shift in Avara’s mood as they played
together.


They spent the next twenty–five minutes or so perfecting the
piece as best as they could, then with a brief Vosaia–fashion forearm clasp, they
parted ways for the evening.


The same questions regarding Avara’s level of comprehension
about their connection as well as exactly where the two stood, still rattled maddeningly
back in forth in K’llan’s mind as she retraced their earlier steps to her own
quarters. Yet at the same time, the Vosaia also felt that they had definitively
moved several steps closer to some form of understanding and eventual resolution.


As she walked the Excalibur’s late–lit, night–embraced
corridors, K’llan found herself quietly humming. 


















CHAPTER 13


With a sense of controlled freneticism, Lieutenant Commander
Diana Adeline executed three quick sidesteps while shifting her head a microsecond
before the blade of a cutlass snapped past her ear so close, that she could hear
the blade sing through the air. She followed the movement up with
another fractional step as a second blow attempted to cleave through her left
shoulder, and with a deft twist of wrist and forearm, she deflected a third and
then fourth sweeping strike aimed at her lower abdomen and right tricep.


Staring into the forcefully resolute features of her
adversary, for a moment Diana was struck by the electric thought that this was
the face that Captain Avara Serros’s enemies witnessed. Typically right before
breathing their last. Her furrowed brows framed dark–blue eyes that were afire
with volcanic intensity, and her expressive lips were a tight red–slash above
her set chin, contrasting against honey–cream colored skin that was flushed
with exertion and deadly excitement.


Moving so lightly on her feet that it was as if booted soles
only briefly bussed the padded matt she stood upon, Avara began a slow circle
around Diana, knees bent into a slight, energy–charged crouch. With an ease
that matched Avara’s own, Adeline followed and anticipated Serros’s movements
and for several seconds neither woman struck. Just slowly moved in a circuit,
first clockwise then counterclockwise, and clockwise again.


Step, step, step. One––two–two––three.


It was if they were performing an intricate tango popular thousands
of years ago and forgotten in the cascade of time to everyone but the two people
who now rounded about one another. Adeline could feel the sweat gathering at
her forehead and basting her spine under the dark–blue undershirt she wore. She
could hear her own controlled breathing beating a quick staccato across the
room even as her gaze never wavered from Serros’s. Knowing Avara as she did,
Diana waited with alert patience.


And… there!


With her typically aggressive nature spurring her to advance,
Avara suddenly soared forward with the terror–inspiring speed and grace of a
lioness leaping upon a gazelle. Yet Adeline was no placid animal. She spun
backward and to her right in a tight pirouette of a turn, entirely evading the
first two downward slashes of Avara’s cutlass and then deflecting the third
side–stroke.


And then it was Diana’s turn to go on the offensive.


Feeling the basket–hilt of her cutlass rolling against her
knuckles, Diana issued five rapid strikes, each aimed with potentially lethal
accuracy against Serros at a quintet of specific areas of attack. Not
surprisingly, the Captain was able to parry each attempted hit with ringing
precision. Yet her momentum had been lost, and Adeline could feel it.


Avara captured one, two, three more blows with her cutlass,
hilt gripped easily in her right hand. With the fourth deflection, Serros offered
and skillfully executed a classic riposte towards Adeline’s collarbone; just as
Diana had hoped.


Moving with a swiftness that matched Serros’s own, the edge
of Diana’s naked blade twisted and with another ringing tone, snaked up
Avara’s first to the hilt, then tightly clutching her grip, Diana slammed
her silver–hued basket down with bone–jarring force into Avara’s well sculpted
nose and right cheek.


Even as she struggled to see through the hazy stars that
Adeline knew had to be clouding her vision at the blow, Avara still managed to
react with enough alacrity to twist to the side and evade Adeline’s next
attack. Yet despite her speed and skill, the Quorum Shield Operative was unable
to resist Diana’s follow up as she latterly slid around Avara like water cupping
a stone in a cool summer spring, heavy blade balanced delicately against the
back of Serros’s neck.


Adeline was so close that she could smell the Captain’s
scent; almond–kissed hair and clean skin, faint perspiration, along with a
trace of copper from Avara’s bleeding face.


“Touch and match.” Diana announced, chest heaving with
exhilaration and effort.


“Touch and match.” Avara repeated, her normally velvet–smooth
alto somewhat nasally in tone.


A bare second later, Adeline stepped back and lowered her
cutlass to her side and Avara turned, sword mimicking Diana’s in a salute. The
adversary was vanquished as a wide grin split across the Captain’s face. “Superbly
played, A!”


Flushing with pleasure, Diana replied, “Thank you, Avara;
you as well. ‘Twas a near thing.”


“Ha! If only. After three years, I still call myself
fortunate if I can win two out of four bouts with you.” Serros complained,
shaking her head and shifting her sword–grip to a point down position. 


“Well, if it helps, take comfort in the fact that you’re the
only person I know on–ship who can make such a claim.” Diana commented, knowing
her tone vibrated with an affectionate mixture of cheek and respect.


“It does. That’s the only way I can manage to sleep at
night.” Avara verbally riposted in a friendly fashion.


Negating the step between them with a single pace, Adeline retrieved
a clean medicinal swipe from the left–thigh pocket of her padded blue, every–day
fatigue pants. “Here; you’re a mess.” Diana noted as she cleaned the bruising
scrape that stretched across Avara’s nose–bridge and cheek.


“No more than usual.”


“Ha–ha.” Adeline responded, just a breath below eye–level
of Serros as she gently sterilized the cut. “Look at it this way: you
energetically wipe the floor with me six out of eight boxing matches, and as
for macti, I have yet to be the victor in a single sparring session.”


“Mm. Well, with Marcus, I’m lucky to win only two–thirds of our
bouts; guy’s a bloody–boxing machine. As for future sword–play,” Avara started
playfully, “if I’m ever challenged to a duel again, I shall simply have you
fight for me; Captain’s privilege.”


“Please. Like you would ever be able to just stand
back and watch.”


“First time for everything.”


“As they say, last time I checked, Hell has not frozen
over.”


“I try not to listen too closely to what ‘they say.’” Eyes
luminescent with good–natured humor, Avara caught the wipe Adeline was using
and swabbed the perspiration from her forehead.


“And how’s that working out for you?” Diana asked, keeping
up the banter, in part because unlike with most other people, she always
enjoyed such given–and–take with Serros, but also to turn her thoughts from
Avara’s rather distracting physical proximity.


“Fair to middlin.’ I can send a detailed report next week.”


“I shall be expecting it.” Diana returned. “Okay, how’s the
face?” She asked as the Captain tossed the swipe into a near–by recycler and
moved away to replace the dull sparring cutlass back on the wall–rack.


Turning slightly and issuing a vague gesture, Serros replied,
“Practically healed already.”


Looking at the now quite shallow scrape, Diana could indeed
see that the Captain’s claim was true. Even as she watched, Avara’s supple skin
began to knit, her Physical Potency and Vitality Arca Enhancement already fast
at work.


“Nice to have a PV, I’m sure.” Diana commented as she joined
Serros in replacing her practice blade on the ship’s wall rack. Dozens of
swords, staffs, and short blades graced the wall. Excalibur’s B–Gym was
a dedicated sparing space, after all. Indeed, two of the other three circle–outs
were currently being utilized. In addition to larger melee weapons, inset
retractable wall–drawers also contained countless styles of gloves and body
armor for practice bouts in the space. Whether the chosen activity was fencing,
knife–fighting, boxing, macti, jujitsu, kung–fu, aikido, or valhaka, the open
gymnasium was more than well–equipped.


“For certain.” Avara agreed easily, moving off the matt to
the adjacent stretching area so that two respectfully waiting crewmen could
take their sparring place. The Captain then began a series of exercises to both
work–out various muscle groups and to prevent later cramping or stiffness. Like
Adeline, the Captain also wore the tight and sleeveless undershirt all Ministry
navy personnel utilized under their uniforms. Joining her in her work out, Diana
surreptitiously watched as Serros moved with intrinsic fluidity and grace from position
to position. The Captain was already breathing easily and the perspiration that
had brushed her skin and raven–dark short hair during their bout was drying. Taught
muscles rippled and played in almost mesmerizing flex and release patterns.


With an icy grip of apprehension regarding other Arca
imbued abilities she knew only too well that Avara possessed, Diana shifted her
gaze and did her best to squash the particular path her wondering mind had
taken. “Would you like to eat breakfast after we finish?” She queried a moment
later.


With a regretful shake of her head, Avara answered “No, I
can’t. We’re due to arrive on Avex in three hours and I’ve some final prep to
sift through before we drop off our friend Risha. Ben prepared and left
something for me in my quarters after I left.”


“You can always count on Bennet; best Captain’s Steward in
the Fleet!” Diana remarked with a slight smile. The gymnasium’s circulating air
brushed against Adeline’s body as she shifted her position, the cooling system serving
as a welcome relief after sparring.


“You know it.”


“I have some review I should do before our meeting as well.”
Diana added as she placed herself in lotus position, neck and back straight,
elbows out.


With a light, forward–falling movement, Serros slipped into
a free–standing, upright hand–stand. She held the pose for a full sixty
seconds, then bent her form like an old fashioned bow and slowly began to pump her
entire body in a series of up–right push–ups. After her second, she asked, “You
feel ready?”


“Certainly.”


“Should be a cake–walk, given our evidence.” Avara commented
as she continued the rather traditional macti exercise. “Shouldn’t take more than
an… hour, and we don’t even have to be vetted in full–dress, just our every–days.’”
The Captain announced, pausing between her eighth and ninth full–body lifts.


“I personally, am looking forward to some time planetside.”
Diana declared, switching her own pose to a straight side–plank position.


“Me too. Wanna grab lunch after the transfer?”


“Would love to.” Adeline replied, happiness coursing through
her at the prospect of time with Avara alone and off–ship.


Marcus’s words from four months ago echoed in her mind as
the two continued running through the rest of their stretching regimes and
tension work–out in companionable silence. Despite several stuttered attempts,
Diana had as of yet not found the courage and opportunity in which she felt she
could broach her feelings. There was always the mission and a multitude of
daily responsibilities that seemed far more pressing. Despite her only too human
evasion of the topic, Adeline made no pretext at self–deceit.


She knew her other best friend was quite correct. It was
time to step forward, and not only because of the tension her feelings for
Avara created for herself, but also because as Marcus had hinted, there was
indeed another that now threatened to become much more than a friend to Captain
Avara Serros. Lieutenant K’llan Z’arr.


Having known Avara for over three years, Diana was used to
the Captain’s naturally warm yet somehow authoritative manner, as well as
Avara’s ease in forming good friendships with just about anyone. It was a trait
she’d always quietly admired for being quite unlike Diana herself, who’d always
struggled to make good friends, though once she did it was for life.


No, this situation was quite different.


It was obvious to Adeline that Avara and the Vosaia were
growing incredibly close, and though she knew their relationship was not yet
romantically intimate, Diana also knew, in her gut, that the time where
that potential would be tested was approaching. She could see the truth of her
intuition in the specific tone of warmth Lieutenant Z’arr always utilized when
speaking with Serros, could almost tangibly feel it when observing the
particular enjoyment Avara seemed to experience when in the Vosaia’s presence. 


No more concerns regarding the possibility of tension in
their work and home–life aboard ship; such were ridiculous excuses anyway. Several
other crewmembers were established couples on Excalibur, Dr. Jenna Argos
and Senior Systems Officer Tildon Jaxx being the most ready example, having
been married for several years and served together for even more.


As for potential fall–out if Diana did not receive the
response she wished for or if a romance did not work out, it would be better to
be with Avara, whom she’d loved for years now, even if for only a single day,
rather than never at all.


Of that truth, she was convinced.


Diana knew it was not too late, not yet. But if she
continued to dither, it most certainly would be. If nothing else, she owed both
herself and Avara the opportunity by being honest.


“You alright over there?”


Serros’s words fractured her personal reverie. Feeling a
strange intermixture reminiscent of childhood unease being caught sneaking
sweets, mingled with a vitalizing surge of comfortable resolve, Diana smiled at
the faintly concerned look in Avara’s eyes as she carefully shielded her feelings.


It was not quite time.


“Quite all right, thank you. My mind was just turning to
this afternoon’s business.” Adeline answered her now sitting friend.


“Mm. Not surprised; it’s almost that time.” Captain Serros
commented and stood up in one fluid maneuver. “Shall we go make ready?”


“Yes, I think so.” Adeline replied and, grabbing their gear,
the two strolled out of B–Gym, walked down the main level corridor past C–Gym,
the lockers, and the starship’s two Simulator Rooms to take the lift from Deck
6 up to the Officers’ Quarters on Deck 3. As she and the Captain parted ways
for their own cabins and the day ahead, despite anxiety and nerves, Diana found
herself smiling in expectation.


If nothing else, today would be an interesting day.


* * * * *


Avex, Avara mused to herself, despite being one of the three
directly governed worlds within the Quorum Aligned Systems, was quite unlike both
the capital of Sigil and sister planet of Voss in several ways. Though an old
world that boasted millennia of habitation and the development of civilization,
it was much less starkly urbanized. Gravity defying, large reinforced glass and
durexium facades were almost entirely absent from the planet’s capital of
Castol.


Instead, one’s view was filled with huge, gold–stone
edifices abutting, nesting within, or even cresting massive mountains that were
the world’s most defining geographical feature. Acting as ever–present
sentinels, the planet’s stone–dominant architecture was primarily crafted from goldstone
mined directly from those same mountains. 


In design, most of the buildings were constructed to include
magnificent domes, elegant colonnades with tall, fluted pillars, and multi–hued
stained glass windows featuring extensively wrought and flowing imagery. Also
rather remarkably for such an industrialized and populous planet, copses of sky–kissing
deciduous trees and acres of lush flower–beds and botanical gardens, as well as
well tended parks were the norm, rather than the exception.


The preservation of natural features was aided by the fact
that both sky and ground traffic, though certainly present, was legally
limited. The prime modus of transportation in Castol and indeed on the entire
planet, was marvelously engineered and slimly designed kobalt fueled trams. The
trains rocketed with vision defying speed along their pre–determined routes
from locale to locale.


“’Tis really is a lovely city, mm?”


“Yes, it really is.” Avara affirmed, turning to her companion
on this trip, Operations and Intelligence Officer, Lieutenant Commander Diana
Adeline. The two were sitting next to each other aboard one of the city’s famed,
off–white and black trimmed super–trains. They were presently traveling at a
rate near 680 mph to make their appointment with one of the city’s top Quorum Representatives
at thirteen–hundred hours local time.


An efficient, if a tad zealous, locally assigned SPK
Security detail had met the crew of QS Excalibur upon landing to
take the disgraced Iak Risha into custody. Right now some fifteen of them had
the criminal monitored in the next car up. The entire group would easily reach the
Civic Forum in another fifteen minutes or so, where they could then wash their
hands of the man that had, though at least to a satisfying end, consumed so
much of Nova’s energy the last two months.


Splitting her focus between the truly breathtaking sight and
her friend who sat closest to the viewport, Avara couldn’t help but to once
again sense that something was… off about Diana. The sentiment wasn’t an
entirely new one, for despite performing as always at a level of optimum
brilliance in regards to each of her duties, the Excalibur’s third in
command had seemed to be almost distracted in her off–work pursuits of late.


Much like this morning.


Contemplating the vague vibrations of subtly simmering
emotion she had picked up from her Squadmate recently, Serros couldn’t quite
figure out what the change was. Quietly studying her companion, Avara could
only determine that nothing seemed outwardly out of place about the Lieutenant
Commander.


Beautiful as always, Diana’s flaring, dark–brown, tightly
curled hair brushed the base of her neck and straight shoulders in an appealing,
wild–tumble. Her deep, earth–toned eyes tracked the speeding vista with an
almost serene shimmer of relaxed enjoyment. A’s rich brown skin, the color of
coffee graced by the barest hint of sweet–cream, practically glowed with vitality
and her basic dress uniform was the very image of spotless care and
presentation, with the four solid, small platinum pips that denoted her rank
glinting with polish on her upper right pectoral.


In short, nothing was visibly out of place, and yet a
persistent tickle in her mind insisted otherwise.


Damned Synergy Enhancement! What use was it half the
time, anyway?


Avara wasn’t certain how K’llan and other Vosaia did it,
having to constantly be subjected to a much greater barrage of ever shifting
and mutating emotions bleeding off from those that surrounded them. And then, sifting
through the deluge to interpret all those psychic readings on an hourly basis. Well,
either way, Diana and she would get to enjoy a relaxing mid–day meal together
this afternoon, and perhaps then Avara could figure out what was bothering her.


“There’s our destination, the Citizen’s Palace.” Adeline announced
a moment later, her lower–toned voice exuding satisfaction.


Serros shifted her gaze. “Grand.”


And it was.


The Palace was comprised of multiple domed, muted gold structures
flanked by elegant minarets, all set in the exact center of a large, open
forum. The Forum’s wide plaza was a mix of native goldstone and also of cobalt,
sea–green, and maroon tiles placed in elegant patterns and floor mosaics. It
was a theme that Avara found to be echoed within the Palace itself, not just
its outer grounds. The prime difference was that inside the structure, gold–shot
white marble also seemed to be a common decorative motif, along with tall, bronze
statuary featuring the greatest thinkers, philosophers, and philanthropists of
all the known races from the last few millennia or so of Quorum history.


The two crewmates were shuffled through several bustling
long hallways and chambers to the administrative center of the civic building.
Almost without delay, they were shown into a suite of well–appointed office
rooms to the polite and, at least by Zirgesh standards, warm reception from
Representative I’sha On’yay Ahas. 


Ahas was an older Zirgesh male with an especially milky
chitin casing, yet his sextant of crimson eyes was still keen. His two lowest
three–fingered hands gripped twin, pleasingly carved whale–bone walking canes on
either side of his spare body. His upper four arms were folded towards his
chest with laced digits as he performed a low bow to Avara and Diana in salutation.


“Greetings, Captain Serros. It is a rare pleasure to meet in
person so well–respected and known a Quorum Shield Operative.” The Zirgesh’s
body appeared almost stick–thin, yet despite his advanced years, at least forty
if Avara was any judge, Ahas still moved with surety.


“Greetings to you, Representative Ahas, and my thanks for
your courtesy.” The Captain responded in turn. “Let me make known to you my
Senior Operations and Intelligence Officer, Lieutenant Commander Diana Adeline.”


“Lieutenant Commander Adeline, it is my honor.”


“Thank you, Representative.”


“Come, let us sit.” Ahas invited, gesturing to two Human–styled
low chairs crafted of polished teak set before a tall, Zirgesh sitting–stool. A
pre–arranged courtesy, Avara was sure.


The only other person in the room, a second Zirgesh female
with plating the color of orange sorbet, moved with alacrity to place
refreshments before the two Humans. The aid then quietly left the room through
swishing double doors. Inside the reception area, a low fountain gurgled in
counterpoint to the softly humming sound of two obviously domesticated, long–billed
trilling birds that alighted to and fro between the branches of a large, potted
sokath tree.


“I hope you enjoy the tea. It is a hot beverage of Human
origin that I discovered in my youth.” Ahas proclaimed as he gently moved the
trailing hem of his maroon colored open–robe to take his seat.


“Most thoughtful, Representative. Chrysanthemum tea. It is a
variety that is cultivated on my own homeworld.” Avara answered.


With a nod of his smallish, double–heart shaped round head,
the Representative responded “It is the very least that I can do.” For just a
moment, his ink colored mouth– protuberance flicked out, tasting the steaming
beverage as Ahas savored the fruit–and flower flavoring, almost as if enacting
a ritual. 


Somewhat familiar with Zirgesh ways, as a race they were
primarily nectar consumers after all, Avara took a gentle swallow of the spicy–sweet
tea and deliberately paused before letting the hot liquid filter down her
throat. Next to her, Adeline did the same, her movements consciously languid.


“Of course, your actions in apprehending Iak Risha have been
most beneficial to the Quorum Systems.” Ahas pronounced with a deferential nod
some minutes later. “However, I must tell you, as a Zirgesh who loves his
homeland and people very much, you have not only my own, but also the Zirgesh
Collective’s deepest gratitude.” Ahas's emotions played in perfect concert with
the sincere tone in his reedy voice. “Iak Risha is a disgrace to the I’sha
Caste as well as to all Castes and Zirgesh peoples.”


“It was both my honor and duty to end so pervasive a threat
to the many peoples that inhabit worlds within the Quorum Systems. And as for
dishonor,” Avara said, choosing her words with care and hoping that she was
accurately reading the sentiment she felt flowing from the Zirgesh
Representative, “No shame is carried by the Zirgesh people; only the person of
Risha himself, who made such mockery of their honor.”


To her relief, I’sha On’yay Ahas let loose a pitched laugh
at her remark, a rich sound despite its high timbre. “I see you have a diplomat’s
soul, Shield Operative Serros. Again, I thank you for the respect you have
shown to me and my people.”


“The honor is mine, Representative.”


“I have reviewed your reports, and in all honesty, I feel
that your findings are straight forward and refreshingly well evidenced. In
actuality, I have no questions for you, but merely wished to express
appreciation in person, as is proper.”


“I am pleased, Representative Ahas. Much of the credit for
the report’s thoroughness and organization is due to Lieutenant Commander Adeline.”
The Captain responded, nodding towards Diana.


With a pulling of his almost non–existent lip–crevice that
represented the Zirgesh version of a smile, Ahas commented, “It is good so many
capable young people are proving their value. It makes one feel that all is in
hand for a productive future as my Spirit is readied for its journey to the
Great Soul.”


“Hopefully not for a long while yet, Representative.”
Adeline stated with a deferential nod of her curly head.


“Ah, my dear. I am approaching my forty–eighth year and
though I regret it not, I wasn’t biologically born a candidate for an Arca
Longevity Enhancement.”


Turning slightly to watch the two brightly–jeweled birds fly
once more within the silvery branches of the sokath, Ahas added “For my people,
I have lived a very long life indeed, and I am well satisfied.”


Finding that she rather liked this elderly statesman and knowing
a bit of the Representative’s history and culture, Avara declared “Yours is a
Legacy to be proud of, I’sha On’yay Ahas. May the Great Soul Greet You with
Eternal Welcome.”


“Thank you for your kindness, Captain Avara Serros. May Your
Own Legacy Burn Bright.”


“Thank you, Representative.”


“And you as well, Lieutenant Commander Adeline; May Your Own
Legacy Burn Bright.”


“Thank you, Representative.” The Human woman replied,
echoing her Captain’s example.


“Now,” Ahas said, stepping off his flat–cupped, high backed
stool, “Though I am very pleased to have the honor of greeting and expressing
thankfulness, I’m afraid that I tire easily these days and must return to my
duties while still able.”


As if summoned by magic, the Zirgesh assistant reappeared to
the side of the office’s carved wooden doorways, her posture of one who was
standing at attention.


Slipping to her feet, Avara replied, “Of course,
Representative Ahas,” and with an inclination of her head, added “Our meeting
was my pleasure, and I wish you much continued productivity.”


“The delight was all mine, I assure you, Captain Serros and
Lieutenant Commander Adeline. Pleasant day and continued productivity to you
both.”


Filing out of the elegantly appointed accommodations and
retracing their steps behind the leading assistant to the building’s exit–way,
Avara commented by way of a compliment to her sometimes more socially awkward
friend, “A very pleasant meeting.”


Smiling in response, Diana replied “Yes, quite.”         


 “Now,” Avara stated with a grin that she knew was more than
a little gleeful in nature, “Let’s eat! I’ve heard great things about a local
taberna’s sandwiches in Hyacinth Rock Park.”


Issuing a laugh, her joy clearly radiating with the sound,
Diana responded “You’re on!”


 * * * * * 


Reveling in the feeling of delightful satiation, Avara lay
back on the cool, pleasantly soft yet springy pale green unja grass and found
her gaze lost in the blue Avex afternoon. She could see multi–toned summer–birds
wing their way towards some secret destination known only to themselves, and
her ears captured their melodic cries as they sang to one another in either
encouragement or rebuke. Without effort, Serros was able to isolate the gentle
hum of fat bees as they quested for their next ambrosial meal. Twenty or so
paces away, her Arca attuned ears picked up the sound of two Vosaia women speaking
of their workday in their lilting sopranos. Even further away, the good–humored
sounds of a family of Gorath at play stalking through leaf, branch, and stem in
a timeless game of hide–and–seek rolled through the verge. Front forward, the
Shield Operative was also able to identify the gentle lap of a fresh–water
turtle plopping from his sun–soaked rocky post into the clean–smelling pond–water
below. 


“I haven’t felt this utterly relaxed in weeks.” Avara finally
commented a moment later, shifting her gaze to Diana, who sat a close span away
watching the meanderings of the other park–goers.


Turning her profile towards Serros, her friend responded “I know
what you mean. Though rewarding, ‘tis been a heady two months.”


“The break will be good for the crew.” Avara agreed, hearing
the sound of a Human male’s humming voice and the swish–tick of his
son’s determined goal of grass–slashing a path with a water–reed through the
taller patches of unja.


“Rotation’s already begun.”


“Good.”


“Hey,” The Captain began a few minutes later after the two
had fallen into a companionable silence, rolling over on her stomach and
resting her chin on her crossed arms. “What would you say to ice–cream?”


“Um, Avara, you just consumed two bacon, cucumber, and
avocado sandwiches, a large grape and arugula salad, cashew pasta, and a Mymren
pear. How can you possibly still be hungry?”


Avara laughed at her friend’s frankly surprised note that
was clearly audible, despite Diana’s attempt to be polite. “Yes, that’s true…
and I think ice–cream would be the perfect finisher.”


Groaning, Adeline pronounced, “Okay, Arca VII; I was
finished a sandwich and a half ago. How about a bit later?”


“Alright, but I’ll hold you to that promise.”


“I have nary a doubt.”


“Hey, how’s your brother doing, by the way?” Avara asked
several minutes later, standing up with an inviting nod and walking eight or so
paces towards the pond which was surrounded by an elegant pattern of various
natural rocks. A small train of tope and green water–fowl were busily
complaining to a large silvery fish chasing afflies across the water’s surface.



Finding her own feet and joining Avara by the pond a moment
later, Diana answered “Surrey just made First Cadet for his Class at the
Academy.” Adeline’s full lips were set in a wide grin, an enthusiastic and
proud cast lighting her features.


“That’s great!” Avara avowed. “Does he still have Colonel Amherst
as his Primary Training Officer and Advisor?” She asked a moment later with
interest, a lazy twitch of her foot punctuating the question as they stood
shoulder to shoulder.


“Sure does!” A responded. “And let me tell you, my baby–brother
has quite a bit to say regarding the matter.”


“Ha; I bet! That woman was a terror when I was at Academy.
Always felt like she was trying to strip away my skin in search of the most minute
error or misstep.”


With a snort, Diana remarked, “The same for me. I developed
an occasional stuttering problem! Took me years to get over it.”


Chuckling, Serros couldn’t help but add, “Once at lecture,
Marcus rigged a portable data–screen to project a rotating image of a bull frog
and Colonel Amherst, complete with large green lettering that read: ‘Amherst
snogg’s frogs!’”


“Nooo!” Diana responded with a shocked gasp, then a
moment later giggled. “Is ‘snogging’ even in Perez’s vocabulary?”


“Not at all, but ‘snogg’ was the only word he could come up
with that he felt comfortable rhyming with ‘frog,’ and he was quite attached to
the amphibian comparison. He was only sixteen, after all, so what can
you expect?”


Pretending offense, Adeline proclaimed “Oh my God; an insult
to any well–mannered, Old–Terran, Brit–bred Jamaican!”


Avara offered an impish smile. “Say that three times in a
row, I dare you. Anyway, I suggest writing a sternly worded protest letter.”


“Maybe I shall. What happened, anyway?”


 “Well, let’s just say, Marcus spent the next six weeks
scrubbing every communal cadet latrine on premises.”


“Holy shite.”


“Exactly.”


“How about your nephews?” Adeline asked after they’d stopped
their practically bone–shattering fit of laughter at the rather… untidy image.


“They’re well, thanks. My sister says that the
responsibilities involved in taking care of a husband and three boys still under
the age of twelve by far outweigh her workload as a surgeon.” Avara answered
with a new–born chuckle. “Mad, of course. I’m glad she’s the eldest sibling.”


“No squalling brood of offspring for you, then?” Diana asked
with a playful smirk.


“We’ll see. I’m not even forty–five yet. That’s a way
future topic for me.”


“You’re sister’s not much older.” Adeline shrugged.


“With my life? Anyway, what’re you trying to do, marry me
off, then?”


“Hardly. At least, only to someone I entirely approve of.” Diana
proclaimed with a humorous combination of sincerity and playful haughtiness.


“Well, you let me know when you’ve got it all mapped out;
you’ll save me the trouble.”


“You have my word, I shall.”


Caught a bit off–guard by Adeline’s surprisingly serious
tone, Avara felt it was time for a little friend–prodding of her own,
especially given Adeline’s recent moodiness. “Well, speaking of snogging
and, whether using a gestation–pod or home–grown recipe, popping out a batch of
kids… what’s been up with you, lately?”


“Whatever do you mean, Avara?” Adeline asked, her eyes
widening slightly and a thrill of somewhat embarrassed, yet eager emotion
slicing forward, sure as a sword–strike.


With a ribbing smile, Avara replied, “Um, let’s see… who
seems to hang on every word you say, and trails you about like a lovelorn hyrenn
during mating season?”


“Who?”


“Uh!” The Captain exclaimed in mock exasperation at
her friend’s continued obtuseness. “Hello? Senior Engineering Officer
Gareth Philips, that's who.”


To her surprise, no answer was immediately forthcoming.
After the passage of several heartbeats, Avara found she could but meet
Adeline’s dark–eyed gaze as Diana steadily regarded her, yet still said
nothing.


Finally, the Shield asked “Well?”


Instead of directly answering, Diana took a half–step, a
shift that placed her squarely front–forward and barely an inch away. With eyes
that suddenly seemed to rock with a fixed intensity, Adeline gently placed the
palms of her hands on Avara’s cheeks in a possessively–tender gesture.


At last Diana spoke, her low, somewhat shaky voice both playful
yet unmistakably urgent at the same time. “Well… And what would you say if it
is not Gareth Philips who holds my interest?”


Avara found that she could say nothing at all. Especially as
after another moment’s solid regard, Adeline ever so gently but firmly used her
fingers to bring Avara’s head within reach of her own and then kissed her. Fully,
wholeheartedly, and passionately kissed her.


Avara was at least as shocked by the sudden tidal–spray of
emotion that broke through at the contact as she was by the kiss itself. It was
as if a heavily–weighted vault–door had suddenly been ripped off its bearings.
Adeline’s odd behavior of late, the oh–so many comments, small exchanges and brief
flashes of feeling were suddenly bared, stripped of any unknowing ignorance
clothed in the firm friendship the two had nurtured over the last few years.


The stray thought that Diana’s mouth tasted like the chrysanthemum
tea that they had consumed hours ago danced across her mind.


Then, though at first somewhat stupefied by revelation,
Avara found herself responding to the kiss. Soon their lips and tongues were
both avidly questing, and their bodies pressed against one another as hands
moved in escalating enthusiasm.


“Captain Serros, do you read? Captain Serros, please respond.”


Gradually, Avara became aware of the familiar voice sounding
from her CPA, and with that voice, a semblance of reason reluctantly returned
even as her forehead and lips met yet again with Diana’s.


“Captain Serros, please respond.”


“Yes, I read you, Marcus. What’s the issue?” Serros finally answered,
voice husky even to her own ears and with Adeline still holding her shoulders,
her lips only a brush–stroke apart from Avara’s.


“Sorry to interrupt your R&R, Captain, but we have a
Priority One from Delegate Sweetwater coming in over long–range communications.
I think it’s urgent that you and the rest of the Senior Crew on shore–leave
rotation return to Excalibur immediately.”


After a heartbeat’s hesitation, Serros answered firmly
“Understood, EXO, and good call. Lieutenant Commander Adeline and I shall be
retuning presently.”


“Understood, Sir. See you soon.”


“Serros out.”


Looking at Adeline’s lovely face for a moment, Avara found
that she had absolutely no idea what to say; not with so much that now lay
between them, and not in that rushed moment. Serros felt exhilarated, aroused,
uncertain, and vaguely anxious all at once.


With a soft yet satisfied smile and a quick kiss on the
lips, Diana remarked “We should go.”


“Um, yes we should.” Avara answered, shaking off her
questions as the two of them fell into an easy jog towards the closest
transport–node to the tramway and Excalibur.


















CHAPTER 14


“Okay people, here’s what we know. Approximately nine standard
hours ago, the Ministry received a distress call encrypted using an older Navy
code. It was bounced between several deep space Comm Buoys and though garbled
and initially difficult to decipher, the message is now clear in that the
sender requires immediate assistance in the face of attack and capture.”


Hearing the gravity that was in his Captain’s rich–toned voice
and having been present for the Vid–conference with Delegate Sweetwater and so
knowing what Avara was about to say, Marcus Perez was utterly unsurprised by
the stark mask Serros’s face was set into as she took a deep breath before
continuing.


“Though there are a few standard search and rescue
transports available and one X–Class Human Ministry Cruiser that could be
underway in approximately twenty–hours, Delegate Sweetwater feels that Nova
Squad and the QS Excalibur is the better choice for the mission.” 


Looking around the Strategy Room’s occupants all sitting to
attention in their respective places, Marcus could see Serros deliberately
making eye contact with each of the ten attendees before continuing.
“Sweetwater’s assessment is based on the fact that the distress call is reading
from the Arkaia System at the edges of Karukai territory; its exact origin has
been pinned to Black Space.”


“Black Space? Whew!” Lieutenant Rygel exclaimed, left
eye ticking in agitation at the disclosure.


“But there’s nothing out there.” Naxos added with a hiss.


“That we know of.” Major Ca’rrakk interjected, his always
surprisingly urbane voice contemplative. “Our stores of data are sketchy at
best. We are fortunate the system is even named rather than only referred to by
a numerical designation. There is a reason why it’s called Black Space, after
all.”


“I find the potential Karukai link to be troublesome. Could
the call be a Karukai fabrication, Captain Serros?” Lieutenant Z’arr asked, her
delicate royal blue brows raised inquisitively.


“Very possible.” Serros answered. “It’s one of the reasons
why Sweetwater has assigned the mission to us.”


“Especially given what occurred on Ophere four months ago.”
The Vosaia added, and by the troubled cast to her beautiful features, Marcus
could see that she was easily following Avara’s reasoning and concern.


“And there’s no mistaking that the signal is genuine?”
Senior Engineering Officer Philips asked, glancing towards Diana Adeline.


Having also been present for the initial long–range mission d–brief,
A shook her head in the negative. “None at all. That does not mean, however,
that the code wasn’t cracked or obtained by force.”


“Regardless, it’s not unlikely that if the attack is genuine,
the culprit is Karukai; perhaps slavers or border raiders.” Lieutenant Claudius
Chopa added, the Navigation Officer’s knowledge based on years of work in and
study of space, including flight patterns and the associated dangers with such
travel.


“Could be smugglers.” Lieutenant Commander Philips inserted.


“Doesn’t have to be Karukai, no? Could just as easily be any
à mèche… uh… roving band of pirates.” Dane Rygel added. The EXO
could hear the Communication Officer’s fingers drumming across his knee in
anxiety under the table. 


“Any of sssuch would be all the better then. Threatsss
should be hunted down and eliminated, never allowed to thrive.” Belgrum Naxos stated
insistently, his agitation causing him to unconsciously emphasize and draw out
his S’s even more than usual.


“Yeah, well, could be any or all of the above. Either way,
I’m sure it’s no coincidence that close to a quarter of the starships that
venture into the Black never return.” Chopa commented.


“Aren’t you just chipper?” Adeline remarked.


“In any case, we better hope our strays haven’t wondered off
into completely unchartered space; would make our job a lot harder.” The often
quiet but consistently perceptive Senior Systems Officer Tildon Jaxx announced.


“The Vosaia believe that the majority of disappearances into
Black Space are simply due to the lack of charted routes and the risk involved
in carving out new star–roads.” K’llan interjected. Marcus was pretty sure her
motivation was to calm the rising anxiety that even he could sense
clustering in the Strategy Room.


“Yes, quite true.” Ca’rrakk seconded. “It takes years to
accurately scout and map–out new routes, to ensure their safety as well as the
deployment of necessary sensor and communication buoys to maintain accurate
data.”    


“Despite the risk, it is our duty to at least attempt a
rescue.” Dr. Argos threw into the momentary silence.


Though her voice held certainty, Marcus could see the quick
look Jenna grazed her husband Tildon with. Despite the physician’s calling that
Perez knew she believed in utterly, it would have taken a significantly lesser
person to not experience any concern about traveling into such potential
danger with those that they loved the most.


“As it is, I happen to agree.” Captain Serros announced, her
modulated yet magnetic voice immediately recapturing the attention of every
person present. “Plus, if the Karukai are brewing some form of new
trouble, we need to know. Marcus?”


“The last of the crew who had been on–planet for shore–leave
are returning now.” Perez promptly answered the Captain’s unspoken question.
“I’ve already had Quartermaster Zibai speed–up the restocking of our stores and
the process should be complete by seventeen–hundred. Our official business here
is concluded and our ship’s systems are all a go.”


“Well done, EXO. Lieutenant Commander Adeline,” Avara said,
turning to the woman directly seated to her left. “Can you please gather
whatever data you can on the Arkaia System as well as any known activity within
the area during the last twelve months? Work with Major Ca’rrakk and Lieutenant
Z’arr to flesh–out our information.”


“Yes, Captain.” Diana answered straight away.


Curiously, Marcus noted a strange flush on her cheeks as she
gave her reply, not to mention that she wasn’t quite meeting the Captain’s
bright gaze.


Interesting.


“Okay, Nova. At full speed, we have just under twelve days
before reaching our destination. If we’re traveling into the Dark, I want to be
one–hundred percent prepared and ready to face whatever we find.” Avara’s voice
resonated with resolution as she again swept her gaze around the HUD. “Any
other questions?”


“So much for shore–leave.” Rygel sighed, running clever yet
ever nervous fingers through his short–shorn hair.


“After this next Op, we’ll turn the Comm off for a bit; say
a month.” Avara responded, her faint smile easing the tension. “Dismissed.”


 * * * * * 


Breathing deeply to keep the annual swirl of bittersweet
emotion at bay, at least for just a stretch longer, Commander Marcus Perez
gently keyed the entry–alert of the steel colored durexium door in front of
him. Though he could neither hear the chime on the other side of portal nor the
footsteps of the occupant’s approach, he knew they were to open a split–second
before doing so.


“Evening, Marcus.” The dark haired woman before him greeted.
Though as straight–postured as always, Marcus was struck by the disquieting and
exceptional thought that she seemed somehow vulnerable, standing there within
the frame of her doorway.


“Evening, Avara. You ready?”


With a certain nod and holding a plain gray case under her left
arm, Captain Serros responded “Ready.”


Just as they had a hundred times before, the two senior–most
officers on–ship made their way through Deck 3’s hallways to the lift, then continued
their traverse down to Deck 8. The hour was fairly late, approaching nine o’
clock, and so foot–traffic was beginning to thin as those that called Excalibur
home commenced their end–night routines. Still, though he was unsure of how
much it was due simply to his personal state of mind, Perez found the mood to
be more reserved than was the norm.


When the third crewmember passed him and Avara and didn’t
offer any more acknowledgement than the briefest of glances, Marcus realized it
wasn’t just his own mental frame coloring his perceptions. Someone had asked
the crew to keep a respectful distance for the remainder of the night. As he
and Avara exited the lift and made their path towards the Mess, the Commander
felt a rush of gratitude towards their quiet benefactor, whom if he had to lay
bets, Marcus would wager was either Diana, Gaius, Claudius, or Jenna. Or, he
mused, in all probability the entire lot.


The two walked through the large swooshing doors of
the Mess Hall without pausing to even glance at the Galley and culinary
concoctions Chief Tanner had prepared for the day. Marcus and Avara continued
to and through a second set of doors to a smaller back room, the deck’s main
Crew Lounge.


Strangely, or perhaps not so strangely given his hypothesis,
the typically jumping rec space, graced by large open view ports and a dozen or
so small round tables along with three cushion–pelted couches, was entirely
empty.


Placed atop the centermost table before the best view in the
house was a brace of silver–capped, clear–crystal decanters, each filled to the
brim with rich, lushly amber liquor. Two long and tall thick crystal shot–glasses
abutted the larger vessels, perfectly in match with the two chairs set at the
table.


“Gaius, Diana, Claudius, and Jenna.” Avara announced after a
moment, a sweetly–sad smile upturning the corner of her mouth as she stood looking
at the display.


“Yup.” Marcus replied. “Whaddaya say?”


“Let’s.” Serros agreed, then walked over and placed the
small case she’d been carrying on the table’s surface. It took only seconds for
her to remove and carefully position its contents: three blood–red, short and
fat old–fashioned wax candles and an elegant if antiquated, gold–lettered
platinum matchbox.


The two officers sat down in their respective seats with an
emotional sense of heaviness, and for a time, simply regarded the stars
painting the outer view before them, minutes sliding into more minutes. Each
fell into his and her own thoughts, yet still remained anchored by the other’s
presence.


After a period of time that for the life of him, Perez just couldn’t
pin, the Captain nodded to her EXO. As she shifted one of the candles to a centermost
position on the cool glass table–top between them and removed six silver–gilded
matches from their casing, he carefully poured the amber liquid, Kylosian
Brandy, into the duo of shot glasses, filling them to the brim.


Using her right hand, Serros slid three of the freed matches
towards Marcus, retaining the others. A second later, he twinned her action when
she picked up a single match, safely captured between thumb and forefinger.


“On this evening of August the twenty–fifth, Reckoning 3421,
we honor those who fell.” Avara’s voice was clear as she spoke, its rich timbre
vibrating throughout the room. With a gesture, she picked up her glass and
raised it in synchronous salute with Marcus’s own, and then the two consumed
the liquid in a single, continuous action. Perez could feel the brandy blazing like
hearth–fire as it rolled from mouth to throat to chest.


This time, Avara filled their empty glasses.


“We honor those who fell in the Kylos Raze, twenty–six years
ago on this day.” Marcus declared, his own tone as somber as the woman’s he sat
with. Again, the two downed the liquor in a single fluid movement, only to top
the tumblers off once more.


“We honor those that fell in the VanDorn Strike, twelve–years
ago on this day.” Avara continued. For a third time they drank.


Marcus picked up the first of the three matches before him,
Avara following suit with an almost languid motion. “Today, we honor family
lost.” The EXO declared, then with an audible scritch against the
casing, he and she carefully ignited their miniature brands, then simultaneously
set aflame the first candle–wick.


“My Da, Bedwyr Serros.” Avara intoned, voice husky as she
spoke. The two continued their ritual with another downed and immediately
refilled shot glass.


“Mi Tia, Cassia Perez.” Marcus saluted, remembering
the woman who had raised both himself and his siblings after his mother had
passed away, just after he’d reached his fifth birthday.


“My Brother, Tristan Serros.”


“Mi Hermano, Thomas Perez.”


“My Gran’da, Avek Serros.”


Marcus again refilled their glasses as Avara, who’d had a
much larger family than he, ended with, “My Gran, Francis Serros.”


Moving to the second candle, Marcus proclaimed “Today, we
honor friends lost.”


Her eyes glittering in the candle–light with unshed tears
like a storm–rocked night–sea, Avara saluted “Nai Fen.”


Swallowing, Marcus could see the face of their childhood
friend in their younger years: all dimples and bounding energy. Fen had carried
that enthusiasm and verve on through adulthood, had applied her questioning
mind to everything she encountered.


Until the day she died in fire and ash.


“Nai Fen.” He agreed, feeling his own grief welling further.
After a minute, Perez offered “Louise Hunter.”


Before swallowing her next drink, Avara repeated the name of
the woman, girl, really, who’d been Marcus’s first love. “To Louise.”


“Jamíe Stern.”


“Max Ming.”


“Hasyia Tesh”


“Bronwyn Cariad”


The list of their early friends, neighbors, teachers, and
acquaintances continued for several minutes, each recitation conjuring memories
and pictures until, along with the first decanter of brandy, the names swept
past childhood to others exclusively associated with the second attack. Those
the two friends had served with during the Strike.


“Sergeant Zachery Blake.” Marcus set forth.


“Lieutenant Theodore An’haad.”


“Major Kodja.”


“Ensign Veronica Miles…”


On and on, Marcus and Avara listed those lost, each
individual punctuated by another drink until, PV or no, he could feel his
entire body quivering with alcohol and memory.


Finally, Avara lifted her glass once more and declared “Durexium
and steel, yes, yet home she was, and victorious in the end! To the MS
Sollus!”


Seeing in his mind the white and blue battle cruiser that
he’d served aboard for barely three years before, under Avara’s direction, she
was rammed sure as a spear straight into the hull of the Human pirate Gosa VanDorn’s
cinder–wreathed Tomahawk, Marcus exclaimed “Victorious in the end! To
the Sollus! And a fine Lady she was!”


“To the Navy!” Avara half–shouted.


“The Navy!”


Second decanter drained and the third off to a good start,
Avara and Marcus lit the final candle and proclaimed together in a roar “Today
we honor Kylos!”


From that point forward, Perez found that things were
definitely beginning to turn fuzzy. The two spent hours talking about friends
lost and adventures shared, laughing, shouting, tearing up and at some point
during the night, singing rather loudly. Somehow, it didn’t seem to matter at all
that though his Captain was on–key (as befitting her musical pursuits), he, as she
gleefully pointed out, was not.


Finally, the topic had turned to a particular occasion spent
in a bar on the Braxien world of Herkish. “I’m telling you, they were related!”
Avara was asserting, laughter rippling in her voice as she slammed her open
palm on the table’s surface with enough force to rattle the piece. 


“No! They were just friends.” Marcus protested. “The tall
one, En…”


“Enzia, you ass.” Serros finished for him, grinning.


“Yeah, yeah; I know! Anyway, Enzia said she and Farkah were
clan–mates.”


“Marcus, for the Mymren, that means family.” Avara stated,
exasperation clear as she drained yet another glass.


“Here, gimme that.” Marcus ordered, snatching her glass and
refilling it before she could, golden–liquid sloshing a bit over the rim.
“Farkah said they were rooming together while away from their homeworld to
study at Sadja University.”


“And when was this, exactly?” Serros asked, her crooked
grin in full appearance and eyes dancing.


“Well, that first night when we, uh, spent time together.”


“We?”


“Farkah and me.” Perez clarified, taking a deep swallow.
“She said she and Enzia were clan–mates.” Marcus added.


“And Enzia? What did she tell you?”


“Same thing, um, the next morning… after Farkah left the
apartment.”


Hearing Avara’s barely retrained laughter, Marcus hastily supplemented
“Enzia said that they were Url–Tann Nahas.”


Whatever was holding Avara back before completely
disintegrated as a fit of core–shaking laughter flooded forth. Her eyes were actually
tearing up with mirth.


“What?”


“Marcus! Url translates to ‘clan,’ but ‘Tann’ means
sibling and ‘Nahas’ is a family name.” Practically wheezing, she added,
“They were sisters! The two ladies had a bet going about the Human, and you, my
brother, were it!”


“Oh.” Marcus uttered a moment later, comprehension hitting
him like the back of a rifle–stock.


“Yeah, I’ll say!” She responded with a snort.


He couldn’t help himself; a second later, Perez declared,
“Well, it wasn’t at the same time, and damn! Red never looked so good…”


Still laughing, she refilled their glasses and after they
had once more taken a shot and prepped for the next, she remarked, “I’ll have
to take your word for it, buddy. Here’s to the girl that finally catches your
heart!”


Laughing in return, Marcus commented “Hey, at least I’m
open, unlike some people I could name.”


“Whaddaya mean by that?” Avara demanded, punctuating her
query by slamming her empty tumbler.


“I mean, at least I date.”


“Hey, I date too!” She protested, moving her glass so he
could pour yet another.


“No, I would say you used to date; now you just ‘captain,’
Captain.” Marcus drawled, his tone light but eyes serious as he regarded his
best friend.


“I could list the inaccuracies of your claim, but I’m far too
much of a Lady.” She shot back.


Chuckling, Marcus shook his head. “Shit, Avara. No one’s
saying you’ve taken a vow of celibacy or something. What I am saying is
that casual, one–time hook–ups when on leave is not actually dating.”


“So says the eternal bachelor.” Avara fired, irony more than
evident in her voice.


“Hey, when the right woman comes along, I promise you, mi
hermana, our honeymoon will be booked as soon as she’ll have me.”


“Hmm. We’ll see.”


“You know it.” Marcus said with perfect equanimity.


“Okay, I know it.”


Perez was pleased to see his friend’s natural character still
disallowed her to be dishonest, even drunk and in the face of his ribbing.


“So what’s your point?” She finally responded to the
expectant look he was shooting her. “Maybe I’m waiting for the right woman,
too.”


“My point is that I think you’ve already met the
right woman, you jus’ have to figure it out and move forward.”


“What?”


“What indeed! Care to share with the rest of the class?” He
prodded knowingly.


Steadily regarding him for a moment, she finally sighed and
somewhat sheepishly answered, “Well… Diana did just kiss me two days ago, right
before we received our mission. We haven’t spoken about it yet.”


Carefully suppressing an internal whoop of delight at his
friend’s expression and Pirotécnica finally taking action, he
simply prompted “And?”


“And… I dunno know. I never knew she felt that way about me,
Marcus, and so I never really thought about it before.”


“Like I said, you’ve been way too busy being
‘Captain’ all the time.”


Nodding in acquiescence, she replied “Yes, well… perhaps
you’re right. Ever since Jehara…Well, you know.”


“Avara,” He started as gently as he could, leaning towards
Serros, willing her to accept his words. “Cindrex was six years ago now; time
to move on.”


“Mm. You ever get tired of being right?” She joked,
playfully thwacking his arm.


“Not really; do you?” He laughed.


“Only sometimes.”


“So?” He pushed a second time.


Raking her hands through her short hair, Avara responded
“So, I just don’t know. I certainly love Diana a lot as a person and a
friend, and I am attracted to her. I mean, she’s damn sexy after all,
but…”


“It’s more complicated than that?” Marcus suggested after the
two finished off another shot and Avara’s comment continued to hover in the air.


“Exactly. I also… have feelings for someone else.” She
finally admitted.


Considering, Marcus could tell his friend the Quorum Shield was
having a hard time with her very uncharacteristic difficulty in reaching
some form of resolution. Avara never was comfortable when she couldn’t see the
path before her.


“Well, my friend,” Marcus said, gripping her forearm and
offering a reassuring grin. “Here is my advice: be honest, with yourself and
both Diana and K’llan, and it will all work out just fine.”


Chuckling a bit, she complained, “Guess I didn’t even have
to tell you, huh?”


“Nope, not really.” He affirmed, sounding more than a little
smug even to his own ears. “Come on. Let’s drink to finding the right woman.”
Marcus proposed, lifting his tumbler.


“And to incomparable friendship!” She added enthusiastically,
shot–glass slamming against his own.


“To incomparable, life–long friendship!” He wholeheartedly agreed.



 * * * * * 


They were singing again. And swaying.


Yep, definitely lots of swaying involved. Nope, not the
ship at all. Swaying is happening.


Somehow, her inner reflection seemed uproariously funny, and
so Avara decided to share the observation with Marcus. As expected, he definitely
picked up on the hilarity and so the two had to pause for a moment as they half–gasped
with laughter mid–chorus. Spasms of amusement under control, they decided to
continue their somewhat wayward course through Deck 3’s halls. It seemed an
unusually long journey this night.


As they happily resumed their walking while belting the
verses to an old naval ditty about ports and lost love at full lung capacity
with a certain sense of conscious abandon, Serros realized that at this moment,
she and Perez probably more closely resembled second–year cadets than the senior–most
officers of the Excalibur. Her dark royal blue naval jacket was entirely
unclipped and thus, open at the front, revealing the fitted and light–weight,
full–sleeved black shirt worn under officer’s dress. Definitely not up
to on–duty regs.


Marcus was even worse. He’d somehow lost his jacket
altogether, probably left behind on Deck 8 in the Lounge, and his dress–shirt
was half open and un–tucked. Completing the picture of jovial disarray, she
carried the last decanter of brandy in her left hand, which the two off them
kept passing back and forth to one another as they traveled. Given their
appearance and activities, it was probably for the best that it was about three–thirty
in the morning.


“Hey!” He exclaimed mid–step, once more ceasing his own
personal approximation of singing. “We’re heading the wrong way!”


“No, we’re not. Your quarters are just down the aft
corridor.” Avara answered, bemused.


“Exactly; we should be heading port to your cabin.”


“No, we shouldn’t be. I’m walking you to your cabin to make
sure you get there safely.” She replied, not seeing the problem. Of course,
things were just a bit fuzzy right now.


“Avara, I’m supposed to be dropping you off at your
quarters!”


“And how’s that?”


“Because, I’m a gentleman and… ladies first, and all
that!” He announced with an expansive gesture to the corridor’s walls, a grin
splayed across his caramel colored face.


“Tosh! What century are you from, anyway?” She scoffed.
Warming to the debate, Avara added “Besides, as an Arca II, you have a much lower
tolerance than I. And,” she added, now really feeling inspired, “you’re
younger and I’m older; I should escort you.”


“Pfftss. By two–years. That doesn’t have
anything to do with anything. And forget the Arca–argument.” He rejoined. “I’m
EXO. That means it’s my job to ensure your safety, Captain.”


“I think I have a solution.”


As one, Avara and Marcus both whipped their heads around at
the amused voice.


“How about I escort both of you to your individual
quarters. As third in command and an Arca II, as well as most importantly being
entirely sober at the moment, I’m pretty sure I qualify.”


Though A was, technically, younger than both of them, Avara recognized
inspiration when offered. “Brilliant, Adeline!”


Mulling it over for a moment, Marcus suddenly smiled. “Yeah,
a sound strategy. In fact,” he started, an almost boyishly mischievous look on
his face, “Now that you mention it, I think I should return to my cabin
first.”


“Okay then, let’s go.”


The three of them set off for and reached Perez’s quarters
in fairly short order, Diana proving to be a true master at corridor
navigation.


Stopping before his open door and with Diana standing off to
the side, Marcus met Avara’s eyes and avowed “Next year, mi hermana.”


Clasping him in a tight embrace that he returned with enough
force to audibly crack her back, she agreed. “Next year, brother.”


Clearing his throat, Perez snatched the mostly empty brandy
decanter she still carried and remarked with an exaggerated wink, “Wouldn’t
want it to go to waste.”


With a final nod, Avara and Adeline turned to make their way
to the Captain’s Cabin. Serros noted that the pace was a bit faster with the
Ops and Intel Officer than with Marcus, but since there was still some swaying
involved, at least on her part, she found it rather natural to sling her arm
around Diana’s shoulders, even as Adeline wrapped her own arm around Serros’s
waist.


It was a position that did not end even after the two had
entered Avara’s Quarters, the doors shushing behind them.


“How are you feeling?” Diana’s eyes were earth–toned pools
of affection as they regarded Avara, amusement playing about her lips.


“Pretty damn good.” Avara answered with a slow grin, quite
aware that Adeline had yet to release the small of her back. Normally priding
herself on her observational abilities, it was only now that Serros recognized
that Diana wasn’t actually wearing her uniform, but instead, off–duty casual
clothes. A light gray, form hugging tank–top and loose yet semi–fitted dark gray
pants.  


Laughing despite her apparent attempt at self–restraint,
Diana returned, “Oh, really? Shall I get you some water?”


“Nah, I’m golden.” Avara enthusiastically assured her.


“Mm.” Adeline murmured noncommittally, “I think I’ll get
some anyway.”


“If you like.” Serros could still feel the residuum of heat
on her back where Adeline’s palm had been. With a shrug, Avara stripped off her
too–hot jacket and flung it casually across one of her chairs set on the other
side of her low coffee table before the couch.


Adeline moved to Serros’s retractable sink and, after
punching a command into the control panel and grabbing a glass from the inset
plate–ware cabinet, returned carrying a full glass. “Here.”


“Thanks.” Avara responded, draining the cup’s entire
contents. “I’m fine though, really; you don’t have to worry.”


“Are you?” Diana asked, a skeptical half–shrug conveying her
opinion on the matter.


“Yes, I am.” Avara reassured, and it was true. She could
already feel the physical effects of the alcohol slowly draining away. All that
was left was a rather pleasant tingling and an receding headache.


Apparently seeing something on her face that was at least semi–convincing,
the Lieutenant Commander remarked “Good. Who says I am worried, anyway?”


Placing the empty glass on her table, Avara answered simply.
“You. I can feel it.”


“Arca.”


“Arca.” Avara repeated in agreement. Adeline’s amused yet
mild concern, already slipping away like the contents of Serros’s water–glass,
wasn’t the only thing she was sensing from the woman who stood just inches away.


Grasping the Captain’s fingers in her own and voice smoky, Diana
murmured “Avara, it would be a lie if I said I didn’t want to pressure you, so
instead, I’ll just ask: where do we stand?”


There were no more well preserved emotional or cognitive
barriers now. Avara could read the full force of Diana Adeline’s feelings,
including concern, determination to see this moment through, and barely
restrained desire that pulsed from her body like a rocketing starship.


Squeezing Adeline’s hands, Avara answered “Diana, I hadn’t
known, before, how you felt about me. In truth, I was rather surprised.”


“Ha! Some Arca with a Synergy Enhancement you are.” A
retorted, laughing just a bit, though the high emotion she exuded remained undimmed.
With a faint smirk, Adeline added “I would think you’d be used to reading attraction
by now.”


Not even pretending to misunderstand Diana’s meaning as to
the amount of attention she typically received while off–ship, Serros shrugged
in response. “Yes, well, not necessarily, and especially not from the very
people you’re closest to. Can be kind of rude to deliberately scan and I must
say, you’ve been very good at shielding.”


“Well, you’re not the only SP in town.” She teased.


“Mm; apparently.”


“And?”


“So I was surprised, though not unpleasantly. I… I do have
feelings for you, and frankly, they are not strictly platonic.” The
upsurge in emotion that Serros felt from Adeline in that moment was almost
enough to make her lose her footing.


“But because I do care, I don’t want to hurt you. So, I need
you to know that I… have feelings for another.”


Avara was surprised that there was no surprise
trickling through the space between the two.


“Lieutenant Z’arr.”


It wasn’t even a question. Between this and Marcus, it was
enough to make Avara wonder if everyone aboard ship knew more about her
potential love–life than she did herself. “Yes.”


“Are the two of you officially involved?” Adeline asked, and
Avara could feel the trace of fear behind those words.


“No. We haven’t… we’ve never spoken about it.” 


Releasing Avara’s hands and sliding them up along her arms
to again, just as on Avex, place her palms on Avara’s face, Diana remarked
“Then it doesn’t matter.”


And once more, Adeline kissed her, and there was nothing reserved
about the action.


Her lips were fervent, a reality that only increased in
intensity as her tongue sought Avara’s and her hands slid to Serros's back to
pull her close. At first Adeline was the conductor, but the song changed as the
tempo of their mouths increased.


Boots and socks were kicked off without pause, and after
seconds or days, Avara finding temporal constructs currently unknowable, Serros
felt Diana’s fingers split the hem of her shirt from its imprisonment within
her trousers. The act was immediately followed by the sensation of Adeline’s
hands insistently running up under her shirt to her bare back and then tracing
a path to her breasts. It was a favor returned by Avara, whose hands slipped
into the looser waist of Diana’s more casual pants to explore and tightly
clench Diana’s firm ass while her teeth gently yet aggressively seized
Adeline’s lower lip. With a low whimper of pleasure, Diana slowly but
determinedly began pushing the Captain towards the open glass doors of her
bedroom, while the fingers of her left hand released each of the diminutive mag–clasps
of Avara’s shirt.


As Avara felt the pleasantly cool air brush across her bare
chest, she forced herself to pull ever so slightly away. It was hard to do; so
hard. Especially with Diana so close and her mouth attempting to recapture
Serros’s own.


“What’s the problem?” Diana finally asked, breathless.


Hearing her own breath ragged with arousal, Avara made
herself say what she knew she needed to. Before another moment passed and she
could not. “Diana, I just want to make sure that I’m being fair. I know, now,
how you feel. As much as I care, as much as I want you, I need you to know…
I can’t say I’m not conflicted, so I’m not sure about the future.”


Swiftly kissing her once more, her mouth fierce in desire
and certainty, Adeline whispered “It doesn’t matter. I want you; I want this.”


“But…” Avara attempted to continue, yet Diana’s head cut her
off in negation.


With her dark eyes pinned to Avara’s and voice resolute,
Diana said gently “I’ve been waiting a long time for you, Avara. I love you.
I’m not asking for promises, not tonight. I’m only asking to be close to you.”


Seeing the thread of uncertainly that Serros knew she must
have been displaying, Adeline added with a strange sort of quiet dignity:
“Please, Avara; I’m sure.”


  Seconds trickled by as Avara Serros looked at Diana
Adeline, this wonderful, gorgeous woman who was her second dearest friend, who
she knew she very much wanted to be still closer to, right here and right now.


Finally, Serros realized there was no more need for words at
all.  


 With a surge, Avara crushed Adeline’s sleekly curved form
close even as she fastened her mouth with her own. It was a kiss that A more
than returned and with all constraints released, Serros paused kissing Diana
only long enough to slip her fingers under the roll of Diana’s tank, lift the
garment up over her head, and toss it onto the floor without a glance. With a deft
twist of her left hand, Adeline’s bra was unclasped and soon followed the tank
to the ground. Her open shirt proving no barrier at all, Avara could feel
Diana’s nipples harden as her breasts pressed against her own smaller ones. Her
warm flesh was nothing short of intoxicating for its heady scent and release
from all clothing except for her slim briefs.


Mouths were seeking, tasting, and sucking, and their bodies
all but spasming in want. Movements electric with craving, Diana half–tore off
Avara’s belt, which flew against the wall with a loud clang–snap before
thudding to the ground, and then practically ripped the zipper of Avara’s
trousers down. Adeline’s hands sought inside the now loose confines of Serros’s
dress slacks, and a moaning growl spilled from her throat as she found ready welcome.


With an answering rumble of her own, Avara shunted Adeline’s
hand out of her way and then lifted Diana half a foot up into the air, forcing
her body to compress even more fully against her own. With A’s strong thighs
now wrapped around her waist, mouths still consumed within one another, Serros
effortlessly tracked the short distance to her bedroom. Falling down atop dark
covers, Avara snatched Diana’s briefs off and within seconds, was moving inside
her. Thrusting her hips forward in time with Avara’s, Diana refused to be
outdone, and mimicked Avara’s action.


Clasping one another close, mouths greedily affixed, the
mated rhythm of sound and motion collided as the two fell into their lovemaking,
all the while the stars continuing their journey throughout space and time
beyond the confines of the cabin and starship.


 * * * * * 


A hallway and a dozen doors away, another woman, also under
the throes of strong emotion, threw off sheets and coverlets as she was wrested
from uneasy sleep. Feeling a truly strange mixture of first old grief and
familial affection then… excitement, confusion, caring, lust, and a sweet release,
K’llan Z’arr wearily rubbed her burning eyes. Wearing only a silken–night
shift, the Vosaia gracefully swung her bare feet to the carpeted floor. With
one shaky hand she lifted the cold cup of tea she’d left by her bedside much
earlier that evening and walked over to the view port that graced her single–roomed
quarters.


Attempting to sort through the disturbing emotional barrage,
K’llan took a sip of the cold beverage and drew a deep breath. Strong emotions,
not her own but somehow, wrapped up in her own.


Shaking her head in frustration, Z’arr struggled to
understand. To her own mild embarrassment, K’llan discovered that she was sexually
aroused. And yet … even much more importantly, she felt some form of looming… danger.
Not to her person, but to her heart. Something that cried out with the potential
for loss, a feeling further emphasized by a lingering shaft of deep sadness
that threatened to break into her calm and controlled center.


Feeling another sudden emotional slice of shuddering
satisfaction, the tea–cup slipped out of K’llan’s fingers. Its landing was cushioned
enough by the carpet so as to not shatter, but the brown liquid was entirely
lost, spilling over and seeping into the rug’s filaments and fibers.  K’llan suddenly
knew exactly what, or more precisely, who, had awakened her.


With a stab of heartache, the Vosaia also understood why.


Carefully drawing up her emotional and cognitive barriers,
K’llan’s stared out at the cold, uncaring light of the stars as crystalline
tears gathered within, yet did not fall from her lustrous, violet eyes.


















CHAPTER 15


“And… we have dropped out of QGST, Captain.” Lieutenant
Chopa announced, gaze laser–locked on his station’s display and fingers flying
across his primarily holograph–based control panel.


“Thanks, Claudius.” Captain Serros responded, seated at her
Command Chair directly astern and slightly port of the Excalibur’s Nav Officer.
She could see the fade–away of silvery–white trails and blue–brushed black
dissipate as the Excalibur shifted from her rocketing mode of QGST back
to standard FTL.


“Tildon?”


“All systems are clear, Captain; she’s humming.” Lieutenant Tildon
Jaxx answered, the light from his station’s display reflecting off of his slicked–back,
fiery red hair.


“Good. Activate the Transition Call.” Serros ordered,
thumbing the release of her chair’s safety harness. The belts then retracted
into the black leather confines of the shock–frame specifically designed for
both the turbulence of entering or leaving QGST, and the dizzying commotion of
ship to ship combat.  


“Aye, Captain.” The Senior System’s Officer replied, and a
moment later the all–clear transition sounded throughout ship.


“Any sign of our missing friends, Lieutenant Chopa?” The
Captain asked, coming to her feet and walking a pace forward, chin set towards
the main viewport of the Excalibur’s Bridge and CIC.


“Yes, Captain. Showing a Horizon–Class heavy
freighter orbiting the planet of Dantis, some two–point–five light years away;
less than a parsec. Exact position is Quadrant 9.422X, 3.74Y.”


“Can we get a picture?”


With a half–shake of his head, Chopa answered, “Not much of
one, Captain.” A moment later, a vague, gray–hulled and oblong–shaped image was
holographically projected right before the viewport, superimposing the
starscape before them. It was hard to really pin any sort of detail.


“Rygel, hear anything?” Marcus asked from his station to the
Captain’s right, also rising to a standing position next to Serros.  


“Mm… Yes. The original signal is still looping, audio only.
We’ve a bit more than Command had. It’s still pretty distorted though, Sir.”
Dane answered, his blond head bent over his panel in concentration.


“See if you can clean it up for us, Lieutenant.” Perez
ordered.


“This is… Reece Mayweather… desperate need of help! … attacked
a month ago… took everyone!” The recording’s words were spoken in the
galactic standard tongue of Vanni that every child within the Quorum Systems
learned and used. Serros’s sensitive ears could detect a distinctly Human
flavoring to the syllables.


“So many… here… seem to be heading to… outpost J2… not
sure…A few of us were able to… not much time… oh, God… they’re…” The
feminine voice cut out with and ear–slicing skiii–eereetch right after
the sound of an explosion and thudding gunfire, trained by the fuzzy silence of
static. A moment later the recording automatically began again, repeating the
gripping cry for help.


Keeping the sense of anger and sympathy that was coursing
through her heart from outwardly clouding her features, Avara turned towards
her Senior Operations and Intelligence Officer sitting at–station to her left.
“What do we have, Adeline?”


 “It looks like… Reece Mayweather is…. actually Major
Reece Mayweather, formally of the Ministry Navy; civilian now.” Diana answered
after a second, scanning holographically projected data so quickly that her
eyes moved and ticked like an old–fashioned shutter–camera. “Our last records
have her as Captain of the Baton Rouge, a primarily Human merchant–cruiser
out of Cipher. The Baton Rouge was due at Margrom from Voss three weeks
ago. It never arrived, Captain.”


“Mayweather’s military background explains the old distress
code; she used what she knew to try and get a message to the right people.”
Avara mused.


“Quite right, Captain. Unless, of course, the entire call is
a booby trap.” Adeline remarked, dark eyes apprehensive.


“Possible. We won’t know until we take a look. Claudius,
bring us in closer, if you would.”


“Yes, Captain.”


After twenty–minutes of FTL travel, the view of naked stars
was replaced by the gradually defined image of the transport. Definitely Horizon–Class,
with a business–like, iron gray hull set above the mostly cream, tan, and green
swirl of a planet below: Dantis.


In shape, the ship was vaguely four–pronged, like the cut–out
grin of an Old–Terran Jack ‘o Lantern twisted ninety–degrees and laid onto its
side. As the Excalibur closed distance, Avara could see that the
freighter’s position and movement cycle was erratic. She was listing in the
planet’s gravitation grip, and badly at that. 


“Reading a lot of surrounding debris, Captain.” Chopa
reported, his mop of hair bouncing with the turn of his head. “Seems consistent
with hull–damage.”


“Can we ID her yet?”


“No, no known registration; transponder is a blank.”


“Very well then, Cee; magnify.” Avara responded, eyes
narrowed with a distinct sense of precognition.


“Yes, Sir.”


A second later, the iron–colored hue of the ship’s hull was
brought starkly into view, along with several tell–tale red slash–marks.


With a sigh of self–confirmation, Avara ordered “Zoom in on
center front–port.”


“Reads as the TS Ardent.” Dane Rygel announced, the
Communications Officer’s linguistic skills confirming to the crew what the
Captain already knew.


“Karukai.” Adeline interjected a moment later into the
quiet, voice composed and centered despite the up–shot of anxiety Avara could
sense radiating from her.


“Bio–signs, Lieutenant Rygel?” Serros queried, her unruffled
tone slicing into the rising tension clustered within the Bridge.


“None, Sir, but I can’t really be sure. There’s a great deal
of interference from the planet below; too much sonite for an accurate reading.”



“That will prove difficult for sensor readings above and
below the surface of Dantis. I’m afraid the obscurity will also apply to any new
in–system arrivals, Captain.” Major Ca’rrakk commented, joining the others in
the immediate Bridge area from his Science Station in the main CIC sector of
the Command Deck. 


“Probably deliberate.” Perez cut in.


“She’s taken a lot of damage, Captain.” Rygel
reported. “I see significant scouring, and it looks like there’s a kobalt leak
on Deck 4. Hull integrity is at forty–three percent and dropping. Not much time
left for a walk–about.”


“That leak alone could account for the hull damage.” Philips
reported, voice magnified from his farther station.


“How about evidence of weapon’s discharge?” Belgrum Naxos
asked, unsurprisingly given his status as the Excalibur’s Senior
Tactical Officer. Avara could hear the predatory note in her officer’s sibilant
voice.


“None.”


“Mm. All right then. We’ve already reviewed all of our known
data concerning the Arkaia System. A, please prepare a detail regarding Karukai
Horizon–Class ships, including everything from personnel to armament.
Especially helpful would be any schematics regarding ship–layout so we can find
our way.”  Captain Serros commanded. “Have it ready in twenty for Nova’s
departure to the Ardent.”


“Yes, Captain.” Adeline answered, already working.


“Commander, assemble a fully suited Nova Squad and marine detail
for boarding and security. Also, have Dr. Argos and a triage unit on standby.”


“On it, Captain.” Perez replied.


“Ensign Ling, maintain a constant sweep for even a whisper
of system entry or planetary activity.”


Having been silently cued earlier by Rygel, the short–haired
Junior Communications Officer answered in the affirmative to her Captain’s
orders, even as Dane was standing to suit–up for the mission, leaving the Comm
Station open for Ling.


“Okay Nova, let’s get to work.” The Shield Operative stated,
voice resonant with purpose.


 * * * * * 


“Though a freighter, the Ardent could comfortably
hold up to a one–hundred person crew, Captain. Given Mayweather’s distress
call, I think a higher personnel number likely. Raiders and slavers need bodies
to overwhelm their targets.” Lieutenant Commander Adeline was saying as the
rest of the Squad was suiting up and preparing for departure just outside the Port
Docking Tube on Deck 1.


“I would also expect crew to be well armed and proficient
with on–ship battle tactics.” Diana continued just Avara finished her synth–skin
seal. As always, Captain Serros fought off the momentary sensation of
constriction as the tight, muted black, textured suit sucked close to her body.


“I was able to find a basic design from and old Excursion–Class
Karukai Freighter on which the Horizon model was based, but nothing
more. Our data concerning the newer Karukai designs is sketchy at best. One
thing seems to be consistent with all Triarchy battle–based ships, though. The
Triarchy typically equips level–locks at key access points with much more
regularity than Human design.”


“That’ll simply make our trip more interesting.” Dane
commented, already running scenarios through his CPA. “I’ve yet to meet a
security measure that can resist my advances.” 


“The Ardent’s docking tube is located on Deck 2,
which could have been fitted for anything from storage, to recycling, to an armory.”
Diana continued.


“Anything on where the prisoners would likely be held?”
Lieutenant Z’arr asked, her melodic soprano especially cool as she attached her
mag–harness and began systematically checking and rechecking her weapons with a
practiced and critical eye.   


   “Based on a hand–full of reports, it seems that the
lowest deck, Deck 6, would be the most likely place for prisoners to be
contained.” Adeline answered. “’Tis hard to be certain, though.”


“If the threat of escape and the potential for revolt was
high enough, the Karukai would have enacted extreme measures to negate any
threat of losing control of the ship.” The Vosaia stated without raising her
gaze, a bleak edge of certainty in her tone and she continued preparation.


“We’re just gonna have to hope for the best. Given
Mayweather’s message, at least there’s a chance.” Perez commented, performing a
ritual similar to K’llan’s.


 Activating her heavy–class armor’s T–Frame, Avara stood
perfectly still and held out her arms in a cross position. Almost immediately
after assuming the pose, the sleekly designed, full–suit of carefully fitted
and fully articulatable thin durexium plates tracked and traced her body. With
startling speed, each plate progressed to snap into place with a series of low–toned
clicks and hisses. The process complete in roughly two–minutes, Captain Serros
checked to make sure that the blue–accented, steel toned armor was fully and
properly configured and its systems were green. She then slung her mag–belt on
and carefully attached her full armament: a collapsed dark–steel and blue
accented Volturno SX9 at each upper thigh, smoke–toned Zadex Warlock L5 at
right shoulder, a micro–assembler knife hilt on the outside of each calf and finally,
no less than eight K–Grenades snapped at various points around her torso. Completing
the picture of battle preparedness, Serros’s waist and back were replete with
Clip Dispensers to support her weapons.


“Captain, three minutes until tube lock.” Lieutenant Chopa’s
voice came over the ship’s Comm.


“Acknowledged, Navigation.” Serros answered, then scanned her
crew standing to the ready in the ship’s dockway. “All right; time to helm–up
and clear out.”


On the other side of the dockway’s inner doors, a six–person
unit of Excalibur’s marines, the Hades Corp, stood at attention
for any potential boarding threat, awaiting the door seal. Behind the marines,
Dr. Argos and her staff, wearing vacuum safe skinsuits and helmets, also held
position. The second of the starship’s marine units, Avernus, stood closer,
right next to the tube–extension doors to directly back up the Squad itself in
the face of attack.


At her words, the five other members of Nova Squad who would
be venturing to the TS Ardent activated their helmets and within less
than thirty–seconds, each individual’s had fully snaked into place, completely sealing
their suits.


Looking at her armorless Operations and Intelligence
Officer, Captain Serros remarked “Okay, A. You too; it’s time.”


Nodding reluctantly, Adeline announced “I’d feel a lot better
if I was boarding with the rest of Nova. Then I could directly tackle any intel
issue that arises.”


Captain Serros could feel the tightly held concern roiling
across the space between them, yet Adeline was too much of a professional and
an officer to let her apprehension show. Knowing her as she did, Serros was
distinctly aware that though her concern at such a potentially unknowable and
dangerous situation would always have been present, it was now heightened by
her newly increased personal attachment to Avara.


Gifting her with a somewhat roguishly crooked smile, Avara
briefly placed one armored hand on the Lieutenant Commander’s arm. “We’ll be
alright, Diana. You’ll be watching over us, after all.”       


Offering a smile in return, Diana replied, “Count on it. See
you on the other side, Avara.”


“See you on the other side.” Serros responded, then
activated her own light–weight helm. Turning to speak just before Diana keyed
the doors shut, Serros added, “Oh, and A; keep my ship safe!”


“Ha! You just better make it back in time for supper, if you
please, Captain Serros; otherwise, she’s mine!”


The memory of Diana’s last smile stayed with Avara as she,
Marcus, K’llan, Dane, Ca’rrakk, and Belgrum all took up readied positions,
rifles in hand and scoped.


“Thirty seconds until lock, Captain.”


At Chopa’s announcement, Avara could hear the scuff of the
six Avernus marines behind her and the rest of Nova. Senses fierce with
concentration, Avara waited.


“And… lock is complete, Captain.” Chopa’s voice chimed over
the open channel once again.


At the Shield’s nod, Lieutenant Naxos gripped the circular, manual
lock–control, and turned it one–hundred and eighty degrees clockwise. He then
punched four successive commands into the control panel.


With an audible screetch–swoosh, the Karukai ship’s
dockway doors swept open.


When it was apparent that nothing and no one was
stationed in the dockway, Serros nodded to Rygel. The team’s Systems and
Hacking expert quickly ran a scan with his CPA and, after his nod, again Naxos moved
forward and opened the second set of doors, this time to the ship’s interior.


The jittered–spark of mangled electrical and energy conduits
invaded the low–dark of the Karukai ship’s interior. Steady snap–hiss
sounds sourced by torn wiring and systems–cords swaying from the corridor ceiling
above punctuated the eerie silence. With a thought, Avara slid her vision into
thermal range, scanning for any heat signature indicative of a person, but only
caught the vague whirl of heated air from damaged conduits.


After a full minute’s study and straining her Arca enhanced
senses, Avara finally made a negative motion with her helmeted head, then broke
silence with a whisper. “Belgrum?”


“No, nothing.” Belgrum responded in a low hiss, his head cocked
just like Avara, he also applying both his Arca SP and TXL Enhancements to
extend his range of sight and hearing.


“Dane?”


“Nothing on scan, Captain. Can’t be one–hundred percent
sure, though.”  Lieutenant Rygel answered, focusing on the projected readings
pouring in from his forearm and CPA. “Confirming that a number of primary
systems are down, though. Life–support’s running at sixty–one percent; atmo’s
breathable but thin.”


“All right,” Captain Serros confirmed, then thumbed on her
rifle’s flashlight. “Maintain helmets on and suits sealed; better safe than
sorry. Standard formation and keep it quiet.”


Leaving the marines of Avernus Corp behind to guard
the docking tube, the six members of Nova Squad quietly began moving forward in
a staggered half–fan. Serros was in the lead, Z’arr two steps behind and at her
right, then Rygel and Ca’rrakk followed by Perez and Naxos bringing up the
rear.


The freighter’s interior was iron and dull red in tone, the
narrow floor–ways grated durexium. As they moved down the hallway, it became
apparent that the damage and silence remained consistent. The only sounds
accompanying the Squad were electrical hisses, the occasional groan caused by
the ship’s uncontrolled listing, and the echoes of their own booted footsteps.


It was strange to find no sign of any living person on a
ship of this relatively small size, whereby necessity, every yard of space had
to be utilized. Having spent the majority of her last twenty–five years in
space, Avara found the unnatural emptiness to be disquieting and as they
stalked forward, she couldn’t quite disburse the leaden feeling of foreboding
tickling her mind.


Nova had traveled perhaps forty paces before they came
across something that knifed the eerie quiet. Already flaking from age, a rust
colored smear trailed a three–foot slash down the right wall of the deck’s
central corridor. A foot or so further, a beat up pistol of some design that
Avara didn’t recognize lay on the grating.


“It is approximately nine–days old, Captain.” Major Ca’rrakk
reported a moment later, the Senior Science Officer having performed a quick
scan with his CPA.


With a grim nod, the Squad continued their trek forward
until they reached the Ardent’s life–pod galley. Outside of the sixth
pod was the source of the blood smear they’d spied earlier: a young Human male
with auburn colored hair and pale skin. His torso had been ripped apart by a
spray of bullet–fire that jarred his body with such force, that his teeth had
cracked with the impact. He lay in a pool of his own blood, gummy with the
passage of time, yet still thickly fluid. His plain brown jumper was soaked
through and his clothing was crusted at all points which did not lie directly
in the puddle.


Taking in the young man’s pale skin and glassy, light brown
eyes, Avara figured he couldn’t have been more than fourteen years of age.


Not even a man, but a boy.


“He has been deceased for approximately nine–days, Captain.”
Ca’rrakk reported in a subdued voice. 


With the rest of Nova remaining readied and alert and her
review complete, K’llan added a minute later, “Out of twelve or so life–pods,
it appears two were ejected. However, the remaining ten were deliberately
disabled.”


“How, exactly?” Belgrum asked, methodically and deductively piecing
together every scrap of evidence.


“With a simple slice to the power–leads. It was hastily done,
and potentially easy to repair.” The Vosaia answered.


“Which means that those remaining didn’t have the time or
the capability to make the repair.” Belgrum commented thoughtfully, his aquamarine
eyes pinioning behind his clear visor.


“Would’ve been the crew’s only way out; ship’s not large
enough to have a shuttle bay.” Marcus observed, crouching with a grace that
belied his bulky form.


“Let’s proceed.” Serros directed, and she could hear the
grim resolve in her own voice, knowing that the likelihood of finding anyone alive
had just significantly dropped.


Avara’s precognition was soon realized as the signs of
battle and death became more and more prevalent and they came across body after
body. Most were Human, though not all, and each wore a light brown one–piece
suit, center–zipped, just as the dead boy had.


Passing unsecured doors and entryways that led to Recycling,
several storage rooms and the freighter’s elevator–lift, at the end of Deck 2’s
main corridor the team came across a large central door.


After a cautious moment of study, they opened the portal to
what could only be the Ardent’s Galley and Mess. Two hefty trestle–tables,
bolted to the flooring as is standard on all ships, were the room’s dominant
features. An open galley, cooking–panes and twin inset refrigeration units as
well as a large double–sink were visible at the back of the Mess Hall. Beyond
was another open door to what Avara assumed was the Galley Storage. Ahead of
the tables was one more open doorway to what appeared to be the ship’s Lounge.


The very normative sight of a dining and food preparation
area was distinctly at odds with the current state of the Mess Hall.


Close to a dozen bodies lay strewn about the room, each
utterly lifeless. Three were behind an overturned L–couch, ripped from the
flooring with deliberate force to provide cover, a reality that was clearly
testified to by the riddled state of the couch’s synthetic covering. One body,
a Braxien male, lay slumped into a half–sitting position in the entryway to the
Galley’s Storage. In continuity of the trend, the cold–corpses of two Zirgesh women
were splayed atop the Galley’s prep area like blood–offerings to some god, long
forgotten in the dark ethers of primordial history.


It was here that Nova Squad also came across their first
example of a cadaver that did not wear the tan one–piece of the motley assortment
of individuals that they’d identified so far. Laying one atop the other upon
the farthermost trestle table were two bodies. One was a Human female with long
dark hair; the other, a like–sized humanoid form accoutered in blood–red plating.


“Karukai heavy–armor.” Avara announced into the stillness, moving
forward.


A rifle lay on the ground, obviously fallen free from the
lifeless grip of the armored individual’s listing arm. A sizeable hole in the
armored waist was congealed with still–drying blood.


“Note the black markings on the crimson armor; she’s an
officer.” Lieutenant Z’arr announced quietly as Captain Serros shifted the body
over to a face–up position, cradling the corpse as it slid to the iron–colored
flooring.


Removing the helmet with the pressing of the manual release
located at the base of the neck, the headwear completely retracted within
moments to reveal that the dead individual was indeed both Karukai and unsurprisingly,
female. As all Karukai, she was completely hairless except for her brows, which
in this case were a thin, silvery–white that in hue was barely differentiable
from the paper–white of her skin. Whirling marks dotted her forehead, upper
cheeks and even her bald head, similar to a Vosaia’s yet instead of pale blue
or purple, the Karukai’s markings were a muted rose–red in color. The tone was
accentuated by the two, rich–crimson eyes that sightlessly stared through long
silver lashes. Her mouth was small, with full lips slack in death. 


“Looks like the Human took the Karukai out before she died.”
Perez remarked, grim satisfaction in his voice.


“It’s obvious some sort of slave break–out occurred here; based
on the distress call, probably recent captives. Question is, are there any
survivors?” Serros asked.


“The odds seem to be dropping.” Dane replied, a dreary cast to
his normally up–beat, jitter–tone.


“There are two more Karukai over here; unarmored.” Naxos
announced a moment later, having entered the Lounge.


“Dane?”


“Scans and recordings are complete, Captain. We should have
enough for identification later, as well as useful intel.”


“Very well. We’ll gather the deceased for proper burial
before we leave. For now, it’s time to continue.”


It took only minutes for the Squad to mobilize and retrace
their steps to the ship’s lift, which they discovered was currently off–line.


“Dane, I want you and Ca’rrakk to bring systems, and if you
can manage it, engines back on–line. Based on our scans, Engineering and
Systems should be located on Deck 4.”


“Aye, Captain.”


“Marcus, I want you and Belgrum to investigate the Bridge.
See what you can find out about the Ardent; her purpose, mission log, etc.
Also, see what you can do about locking in control.”


“Got it, Serros.” Marcus responded, his ruggedly handsome
features set into a professional mask to temper the anger Avara could feel
spinning inside of her friend.


“K’llan and I will explore Deck 6, see who we can locate.”
Avara said, deliberately not using the word survivors in the face of the
evidence they’d gathered so far. “After, we will work our way up to Deck 5. If
you’re still busy on the Bridge, we’ll move on to Deck 3.” Casting a quick
scan, Avara ordered, “Stay in Comm contact at all times, and play it safe; no
risks, people.”


At the affirmative chorus that greeted her command, the Squad
made for the standard maintenance shaft located to the left of the ship’s lift,
cracking open the panel it hid behind. Serros and Z’arr slipped into the shaft
first, climbing down the durexium ladder to the lowermost deck of the ship. The
two were followed closely by Rygel and Ca’rrakk and finally, Perez and Naxos moving
into the duct to ascend towards the Bridge.















CHAPTER 16


Avara and K’llan completed the journey at a fairly rapid
pace, with the echo of their armored feet and fingers moving from rung to rung
sounding eerily in the relative noiselessness of the ship, reverberating
throughout the maintenance shaft like a mischievous child copying their actions
but never showing himself.


Reaching the bottom–most section of the chute, the Quorum Shield
Operative stood poised with pistol trained as Z’arr pulled the manual hatch–release.
Yet once more, no sign of a living person or attack occurred. Stepping into the
dimly–lit corridor, the two women were faced with an entry–way immediately to
their left at the hall’s end.


The alternate choice was taking a right and traveling down
the main thoroughfare to explore a series of doors on both sides. Deciding to
investigate the closest area first, they made for the center–doorway and with
Avara standing at the ready, K’llan activated the open–control.


The Human and the Vosaia found themselves in a fairly open,
stark room that in function was primarily a shower area. The floor consisted of
plain white tiling with inset drains placed at fixed intervals. At the leftmost
portion of the room were several large inset drawers, undoubtedly intended to
hold supplies. The use was exemplified by one jutting, open drawer, brushed
with muted color by a haphazard spill of tan one–piece suits hanging over its
edge.


Only too quickly, the Captain realized that the jumble of
clothing escaping the confines of storage to fall in a shapeless heap on the
slick–tile floor, was both foreshadow and symbol for the casual horror that knifed
through any sense of normalcy that such a domestic setting typified.


No matter which direction she turned her head, Avara’s eyes
were assaulted by a scene of brutality and unforgiving death.


On the far right were two Human and one Irdoi bodies, all
slumped together under the still running, sporadic spray of the tilted shower–head
above. It was hard to say where each individual ended and another began, so
mangled were torsos and limbs, with the slick–white of bone bursting through
viscous crimson, and melding with mud–colored blood and water soaked cloth.


Just a foot and a half or so away lay a Vosaia, face down in
the sweep of shallow water, her skull a concave of pale skin, delicate bone,
and oozing salmon–colored soft–tissue. With one arm draped over the Vosaia in
what resembled a cruel–parody of a lover’s embrace, was a red–uniformed
Karukai. The bent and bloodied rifle–haft that had caused the Vosaia’s skull–crushing
injury still in the Karukai’s fingers despite her riddled left collarbone and
death’s grip.


To the left and towards the drawers was a young Gorath, damp
chocolate–brown fur matted, right leg so shot up that only a ropy train of
sticky sinew still attached limb to body. Given the state of decay, Captain
Serros was immensely grateful for the helmets that the two Nova members wore. Gear
that provided contained air and protection from the smell of putrefying death
that she knew surrounded them like a persistent cancer, waiting to bleed into senses
and soul alike.


For a moment, Avara felt her vision go hazy with wrath and
grief for the fallen. She had witnessed similar atrocities before, during the
Battle of Arden Secundus and especially during the Margrom War. Entire colonies
attacked and sacked, Humans of all ages, from newborns still nursing to elders
in their twilight years, ripped from their homes and placed into labor and
Feeding Camps. Distributed to Karukai slave–contractors for sale to citizens
within the Eternal Imperium as the rightful spoils of war.


 Left or right, neither escape nor succor could be found
from the grizzly tableau. Captain Serros and Lieutenant Z’arr’s pistol–lights
created illuminated snap–shots of images frozen in place, vignettes of
desperate horror and unforgiving death that Avara knew would forever haunt them
both.


“Over here; look.” K’llan called a moment later, and Avara
could hear the choked repulsion in her voice.


Moving to where she was pointing, Serros caught sight of two
final corpses, these dressed in crimson–accented, ash gray uniforms. Moving
forward and bending over the still forms, the Captain caught a flash of
hairless gray skin and black–pooled, lifeless eyes. In form, they resembled
Karukai, thought slightly shorter than the race’s average height. Yet no muted
red swirls or patterns graced their delicate, stone–colored skin.


After a minute’s study, the Shield Operative verbally
confirmed what both women knew to be true.  “Karukai clones.”


Also pejoratively termed “Greys,” Karukai clones represented
yet another social and cultural practice that most within the Quorum Systems
found to be repugnant. Greys were mass–bred primarily from Karukai DNA, though
with Vosaia and Human as well on occasion, Irdoi and Mymren genetic codes also
utilized. All to create sturdier genetic variation and strains.


The clones served two key purposes in Karukai society.
First, such clones acted as valuable yet disposable shock troops, often forming
the front attack–line of Karukai actions, especially those dependent on numeric
superiority. Though not at all capable of original thought or strategic
application, Greys were unswervingly loyal, followed orders without question
and were also all but devoid of fear, making clone units a devastating device
on the field of battle.


The second function Greys served for the Karukai, was that
they acted as a portable food source, whether at home or, most importantly, in
the field. Though considered to be barely higher in satiation value and ratio
than the bland Vitani Serum that most non–bonded Vosaia existed upon on a daily
basis, Karukai clones acted as ever–ready, living field rations.


Of course, moral implications aside, the disadvantage to such
cloning was that their lifecycle was extremely short. Three years maximum, with
six months required for basic physical conditioning of fine motor control, as
well as military training and drilling. The encoding of data and skill can only
extend so far, after all. So in the end, the useful lifespan of clones tended
to be no more than a little over two years before complete physical and
neurological breakdown occurs.


Looking at the dead woman lying on the floor before her,
Avara felt a stab of rage almost equal to her fury over the other lifeless souls
they had already come across. 


For most known races and cultures, the practice of cloning
to create fully self–aware sentients rather than individual organs or corporeal
materials for medical application, was considered to be utterly abhorrent and
lacking in basic decency. Indeed, such practice was outlawed within the Quorum
Aligned Systems.


It was debatable as to which was more cruel: the practice of
slavery of once free or captive–born individuals, or the genetic farming of
people whose only purpose that they could even comprehend, was to spend their
brief existence in servitude and as sustenance before the unmourned flame of
their life’s–light was extinguished.


Fucking Vamps.


The pejorative phrase scorched across Captain Serros’s mind like
a forest–blaze as she considered how very appropriate the Old–Terran
mythological appellation was.


“We need to be sure to record everything we find; the Human
Ministry and the Quorum will need to know.” Avara finally spoke into the
silence, her voice harsh even to her own ears within the confines of her helm.


“Yes.” K’llan agreed, her soprano steel–touched. The two quickly
and efficiently scanned every hateful scene and scrap of evidence before
exiting the showers. They then moved down Deck 6’s main corridor to continue
their increasingly futile search for survivors and gather any more useful
intelligence. Unfortunately, there was no relief to be found beyond the
remaining doors of the hallway.


It quickly became apparent that the other entryways, about a
dozen in total, were all prison cells where slaves were held captive for
transport. And all along the thoroughfare itself were scores of corpses, many
clearly prisoners, but several also Karukai and Greys.


From the body count as well as the severe damage that the
walls, ceilings, and floors had sustained, it was obvious that a vicious and
bloody battle had taken place here. There was hardly a span greater than a foot
in length that was untouched by bullet fire.


Avara found that a sucking sound accompanied each lift of
booted feet as the two walked, their soles half–sticking to the viscous blood that
basted the dusky floors. Male, female, youth and elder; Human, Vosaia, Gorath,
Irdoi, Braxien, and even a single gold–green scaled Shiraneth. All were present.
Each taken captive by the Karukai raiding ship that so observably focused on
the reaping of slaves.


Making their way to the second to last cell on their right,
Serros and Z’arr came upon a particularly chilling spectacle. Eight or so
individuals, primarily Human, all lying on the cell’s floor and set into
positions of what could only be described as extreme agony.


One pale man’s hands were swollen with bruising, and dried
blood covered knuckles, fingers, wrists and forearms as well as being licked
along the wall directly next to the cell door. The wounds were inflicted from
punching the surface of the cell’s door and adjacent wall over and over again
in an effort to escape.


A younger woman, no more than twenty years in age, sported
bloody tracks along her cheeks and neck, clearly self–inflicted. Her face was
marked with an expression of passionate desperation that unless directly
experienced, the imagination can only barely grasp. The extremely blood–shot
state of each prisoner’s eyes gave unwelcome answer to the mystery.


Faced with an outbreak, the Karukai had vented the cell to
prevent escape and the slaves had spent their last minutes in a struggle as
desperate as it was futile: to capture life–giving oxygen.


Again fighting a vision–blackening swell of fury, Serros
felt the firm grip of K’llan’s armored hand on her shoulder. For just a moment,
Avara was swept up within the Vosaia’s own feelings of life–rending rage and
deep pain from all that they had witnessed in a matter of hours. Yet the
sentiment was soon submerged within the very real, life–sustaining balm of
gentle yet enduring support and affection that embraced Serros’s heart and
mind. With a deliberate offering, Avara extended her own feelings of care and
regard, sustaining the Vosaia in turn as she herself was buoyed.


After the passage of several weighted seconds, Avara found
herself able to nod an affirmative, and the two continued their exploration. Finally,
Avara and K’llan had completed their circuit through the horror–filled hallway
and Serros keyed Nova’s Comm channel.     


 “This is Captain Serros. We’ve completed our sweep of Deck
6. We’ve located thirty–six bodies. Twenty–seven prisoners of various races,
nine Karukai and Karukai Clones. No survivors.” It was hard, but Serros managed
to keep her voice steady during the report, if barely.


“Acknowledged, Captain.” Commander Perez replied a moment
later. “No survivors here either. Nine dead, all Karukai. We’ve found a record
of what occurred, a Captain S’val’s log. Apparently a group of recently captured
Humans from the merchantman Baton Rouge organized an escape. Two became
or pretended to be extremely ill, and so were removed to Med Bay. They then
orchestrated the escape by infiltrating Engineering, spliced into Systems, and
cut power. The cut opened up some of the cells. Apparently, the on–ship battle
went back and forth for close to three days.” Marcus spoke in his
"Commander’s" voice; professional and precise, yet Avara could hear
the carefully managed strain.


“Captain, the report is consistent with what we’ve found in
Engineering.” Lieutenant Rygel’s shell–shocked voice broke in. “Fifteen dead. Half
the systems have been sliced to Hell and back. Drives were deliberately torn
apart; my guess, to keep her from going anywhere. No survivors.”


“And there’s more. We found the body of Captain Mayweather;
it appears she led the initiative here.” Ca’rrakk growled.


“S’val’s log also identifies Dantis as the cargo drop–off
point. Specifically, a location titled Outpost J2.” Naxos reported.


“There are no coordinates listed for this outpost; appears that
they were deliberately wiped.” Marcus supplemented.


“Understood. Rygel, how close are you to bandaging the
ship’s systems?”


“I’m sorry to say it, Captain, but there’s no bandage big
enough to bring the Ardent fully on–line; there’s just been too much
damage. It would take a tow and two month’s dry dock.” Dane answered,
frustration clear.


“Okay. Do what you can to get the basics stabilized so she
doesn’t blow or crash to the planet’s surface. We’re going to call in to get
this boat tugged for scrutiny.” Captain Serros answered in a cool tone of
reassurance. “Marcus, I want you to retrieve every scrap of data you…”


Serros’s sentence was interrupted by an ear exploding gah–boom
that sounded throughout the ship and was accompanied by a bone–rattling quake
that knocked both Avara and K’llan off their feet. The former slammed into the
deck’s port wall only to be crashed into a split–second later by K’llan.


Shaking her head, Serros was certain the only reason her
brains weren’t dribbling out of her ears at the impact was her helmet. With a
skidding–stumble, she forced herself to her feet even as successive detonations
threatened to tear away the floor once more.


With one hand bodily lifting Z’arr from the quaking ground,
Serros snapped out, “Nova, report!”


“Captain… we’re alright… systems are totally off–line.”
Marcus’s voice answered seconds later, tone vibrating with the shaking tremors
rocking the Ardent.


“Acknowledged. Lieutenant Rygel, report. Dane… Ca’rrakk!”
Serros repeated, still not receiving an answer.


Finally, the Gorath’s husky voice rasped over the Comm.
“Here, Captain. Some kind of timed explosion… Rygel identified the trap a
moment before detonation. Everything is completely out of commission here. He’s
unconscious, but I have him.”


“Avara, the explosion seems to have initiated at the docking
tube. It’s completely blown!” Perez chimed in. “I’m getting no answer from Avernus
Corp.”


“Okay team,” Avara began, K’llan and she already moving
towards the maintenance shaft and ladder. “Get to Deck 2 and the escape pods immediately.
K’llan said they just needed a quick repair. Unless I miss my guess, we’re
running out of time.”


“Got it!” Marcus answered.


“Acknowledged and moving.” Ca’rrakk seconded.


“Captain Serros, what’s your status, please?” Lieutenant
Commander Adeline’s voice cut in over the channel.


“Here, A. Ship’s half–torn to Hell; docking tube’s gone and
we’re making for the escape pods. How’s Excalibur?” Serros asked the last
as she and the Vosaia began their journey up through the dying ship’s arteries.



“We have taken a significant amount of damage. The hull is
ruptured on Decks 1 and 12, though emergency shields have locked.
Communications and Sensors are down and Batteries 1 and 2 are blown. Still
assessing casualties.” Ever the professional, Diana’s voice was as measured as was
typical, but Serros could detect the contained strain behind her careful
pronunciation.


“Focus on the hull–breach and sensors, Diana; communication
is secondary since we don’t want the wrong people listening if we’re not up to
greeting hostiles. The ship is definitely Karukai and military; slavers. There
were no survivors.”


Avara said the last just seconds before both she and Z’arr
slipped several feet down the ladder they were climbing, due to yet another
explosion–initiated toss of the Ardent. Catching first herself with her right
hand and then the Vosaia’s in a bone–mashing left handed grip, Avara slammed
into the back wall of the narrow shaft with crushing force. Hands numb with the
effort, the Shield Operative was able to maintain her dual–hold and then swing K’llan
back to the metal rungs.


“Acknowledged, Captain.” Adeline responded. “Keep safe.”


The grim irony of the Ops Officer’s words at that moment was
not lost on Avara. “We’ll do our best, and you do the same; Serros out.”


The route up was an endless nightmare of flame, smoke and
vapor, protesting wiring, and groaning sheets of metal punctuated by numerous
close calls that were in turn, emphasized by the accumulation of more
contusions than Serros could quantify. The lack of stability as well as the
plethora of shifting obstructions and obstacles meant the two couldn’t activate
their DSA Enhancements to speed up their travel rate, either. It would have
been practically suicidal to attempt.  


Just before reaching Deck 3, a gout of electricity–spawned
flame swept into the shaft and sheeted the two crewmates with scorching heat. Feeling
like she was a sardine being cooked in a tin–can, Serros and Z’arr were able to
climb four and a half feet through the fire and exit the maintenance–way onto
Deck 3.


Despite the protection provided by their armor, by the time
the two managed to crawl out of the duct, Avara was half–blinded by the salty–sting
of sweat dripping from her plastered hair and running down her face.


“Captain, we’ve repaired a life–pod and are ready to launch.
What’s your ETA?” Commander Perez’s voice was fuzzy but audible as Avara
reflexively sucked in deep breaths of air.


“K’llan and I are on Deck 3; the maintenance shaft is
impassible.” Serros answered as she and Z’arr made their feet and immediately
worked to open the disabled lift’s doors. Gyroscopes entirely inoperable, with
a thought, Avara triggered her Physical Potency and Vitality Arca Enhancement.


Then in an act of extreme exertion, flexed until she was
able to pry open the lift’s double–doors with a protesting metallic groan.  Moving
quickly, Avara hoisted K’llan up, with the Vosaia carefully balancing on the
Shield’s shoulders in order to reach and then pop–off the lift’s emergency exit
hatch on the elevator’s ceiling.


“We’re working our way up the lift–shaft to Deck 2.” Serros
continued her report to Perez as she and K’llan climbed through the aperture to
then find their feet on its durexium roof–top. “Finish repairs on a second life–pod
and then I want you out; we’ll follow.”


“What? No way! I’m staying until you’re here; you’re
not that far.” Marcus’s voice whipped back over the Comm, that stubborn tone
that Avara knew so well clearly sounding through.


Catching her balance due to yet another grinding tremor that
threatened to spill the two squadmates over the side and into the narrow shaft,
Avara replied, “Repair a second pod and leave immediately. We don’t have much
time, Marcus.”


“But…”


“I mean it, Marcus.” Serros cut off as she and Z’arr began
their climb up the narrow emergency lift–shaft ladder, her voice uncompromising
steel as she added, “That’s an order, Exec.”


 “Understood, Captain.” Perez answered a moment later, his
tone clipped resignation.


Ignoring the sting of sweat in her eyes, by cricking her
head as she climbed, Avara was able to spy their destination, Deck 2’s lift
doors. In less than two minutes time after Serros’s order, Perez reported, “Pod
4 has been fully repaired, Captain. We are evacuating to Pod 3 now.”


“Acknowledged, Marcus. We’re almost there. See you on the
other side.”


“See you on the other side, Avara.”


Just seconds after Marcus had finished his sentence, a
persistent hissing sound swept up the shaft like an angry arrow. Out of
the corner of her eye Avara caught sight of what looked like an up–falling acorn
of yellow, orange, and blood–red.


A moment later, the seed blossomed into an explosion of dark–defying
light and fire. Searing heat swept Avara and K’llan up into a smoldering
embrace even as a rocketing kish–kish–boom tossed the battered frame of
the TS Ardent. With what felt like the force of two sky–cars speeding
with reckless abandon before meeting head–on in a deadly kiss, Serros felt
herself wrenched from the ladder and slammed into the shaft’s side wall.


Her vision a crescendo of splintering stars, Avara was vaguely
aware of free–falling through flame like a comet questing for an earthly
embrace, even as she could feel her right hand firmly gripping K’llan’s forearm.


Then, as night and light married, Avara was no longer aware
of anything at all.


















CHAPTER 17


“Jaxx, report.” Diana Adeline’s voice whipped through the
Bridge like the crack of a gun–shot.


“We… hull breach on Decks 1 and 12, Lieutenant Commander. Emergency
seals activated. The Port Docking Tube is completely gone, Adeline. Still
assessing the extent of damage.” The Lieutenant reported, freckled face pale
but voice steady.


Struggling against the turbulence of the shifting deck–floor,
Diana made it to the frigate’s Command Chair and having activated her safety–harness,
she thumbed the display to screen in–coming data. “Lieutenant Chopa, are we
operable?”


“Navigation and Flight Control is fully functional, Lieutenant
Commander.” Chopa answered without hesitation, “But sensors seem to be off–line,
so really, it would be dicey to actually move her.”


Once more, the Excalibur’s entire frame shook like a
speared whale trying to free herself from a harpoon.


“Lieutenant Commander, confirmation that the Long Range and
Short Range Sensor Array and FTL Communications Node are fried. Cannon
Batteries 1 and 2 are also completely gone.” Tildon Jaxx announced.


“All other Weapons Systems, Batteries and Shields are still
functional, Lieutenant Commander.” Ensign Gabriel Ambrose reported a moment
later from the Tactical Station that Belgrum Naxos typically manned when on–board
and on–duty. Adeline could see that his hands were shaky as he worked.


“A bit of good news; keep on it, Gabriel.” Adeline replied,
taking the time to reassure the second most junior bridge officer, and by extension,
the entire Bridge crew, just as she knew Avara would have done.


“Yes, Sir.”


“Engines are still humming, Lieutenant Commander.” Philips’s
announced a moment later, voice digitally amplified due to his far larboard and
stern CIC station position.


“Casualties, Ngai?” Diana then asked, turning towards what
was Adeline’s usual post on the Bridge.


“Still not fully accounted for, Lieutenant Commander. Two
fatalities and half–a–dozen reported injuries so far.” Lieutenant Marel Ngai responded,
hazel eyes stark, matching the soberness of her voice.


Feeling the only too familiar pain of loss that accompanied
naval service, a reality that was mercilessly driven home during the horrors of
the Margrom War, Adeline offered a brief nod in response. “Understood, Marel.” 



“Lieutenant Commander, Shuttle Bay is reporting significant
damage. Reports coming in seem to confirm that debris from the Ardent
impacted the sector. Shuttle and fighter launch and dock are not viable until repaired.”
Jaxx reported, head cutting a negative. “We should be reasonably stable now,
with no more significant turbulence.”


“Very well.” Adeline responded, and with a sense of
foreboding, turned to the short statured Ensign Ling sitting at Communications.
“Ling, open a channel to Captain Serros.”


“Aye, Sir.”


“Captain Serros, what’s your status, please?” With an
exertion of exacting self–discipline, Diana managed to keep her tone steady
even as her heart thudded inside her chest like a drowning man pumping for air.


“Here, A.” Avara’s strained voice answered a moment later. Diana
found that she could once again breathe.


 “Ship’s half–torn to Hell; docking tube’s gone and we’re
making for the escape pods. How’s Excalibur?” 


“We have taken a significant amount of damage. The hull is
ruptured on Decks 1 and 12, though emergency shields have locked.
Communications and Sensors are down and Batteries 1 and 2 are blown. Still
assessing casualties.”


 “Focus on the hull–breach and Sensors, Diana; communication
is secondary since we don’t want the wrong people listening if we’re not up to greeting
hostiles. The ship is definitely Karukai and military; slavers. There were no
survivors.” Knowing Avara as she did, Diana could almost see the look of grief
and searing fury in her rich blue eyes, as if the Captain was standing before her
on the Bridge.


“Acknowledged, Captain.” Adeline responded. She wanted to
scream at Avara to focus on her own safety, to return to the Excalibur now.
To tell her how deeply she loved her. Instead, with a measured calm she did not
feel but was well–practiced at employing, Diana simply said “Keep safe.”


 “We’ll do our best,” Adeline could hear effort in the
Captain voice, like a runner striving to make the finish–line. “And you do the
same; Serros out.”


“Lieutenant Commander, report from Deck 1 and Dr. Argos.”
Marel announced a moment later.


“Put her through, Lieutenant Ngai.” Diana replied. “Doctor,
this is the Bridge. What’s your status?”


“Lieutenant Commander, we’ve suffered some heavy casualties
here.” Jenna’s normally lilting voice sounded raw yet was still crisp over the
tinny on–board Comm. “At least three crew confirmed dead, including Medical
Tech Ensign Sasha. The entire six–person Avernus Marine Squad guarding the outer
Docking Tube is missing. It’s possible some are in vacuum and in need of pick–up.
Eight crewmembers are seriously wounded yet stable. I’m now proceeding to Deck
5 and Med Bay.”


“Understood, Doctor, and good work.” Adeline responded
coolly, slipping fully into her role as Acting Captain. “I’ll pull personal
with secondary Medical Training to assist. Keep me informed.”


The channel cut, Diana looked towards the officer who she
worked so closely with on a daily basis as her second. “Ngai?”


“On it, Adeline.”


“Lieutenant Commander,” Chopa began, his Old–Terran, English
style syllables unusually slowly enunciated and drawn out as he avidly stared
at his station’s readings. “With the sensors down, I can’t be sure, but…”


Whatever the Excalibur’s Navigation Officer was about
to say slipped away as a second later, three separate plumes of flame, each
igniting one after the other, broke through the blackness of space to bleed
from newly rendered gaping holes in Karukai raider, then sheet across its hull
like a writhing shroud.


Breaking the spell of fire and fear, Adeline started to snap
out “Ambrose, bring up shields…” Only to have her words cut from her like a
limb being torn from body. Without a murmur of protest sounding through the
dead–silence of space, the TS Ardent seemed to suck into itself
then burst into millions of fragments.


The sight looked like nothing less than a clutch of orange,
cherry, and saffron colored fireworks lit and let loose over Thames on Pax in
celebration of Concordia.


Once more the Excalibur rolled in the concussive
blasts sweeping in all directions while the Ardent’s explosions vibrated
across the void and the millions of pieces of material that once constituted
the freighter, showered the Human frigate.


“Ling, get me Captain Serros.” Adeline ordered into the following
hush encompassing the Bridge. With precisely controlled movements, Diana
slipped free of the Command Chair’s restraints and stepped forward towards the
already fading fire grazing the dark before her.


“No answer, Lieutenant Commander.” The short haired Junior
Communications Officer informed.


“The last report from Commander Perez was that he had boarded
and was launching one of the Ardent’s life–pods, Pod 4.” Marel Ngai
interjected, hope and disbelief dancing one atop the other in her voice. 


“Open up Nova’s channel.” Adeline ordered Ensign Ling, then spoke
into the heartless dark. “Captain Serros, please read. Nova Squad, this is the QS
Excalibur; report. Marcus, do you read? Avara, report!”


Nothing, not even the shush of static sounded over
the deck as the Bridge and CIC Staff looked into the beyond and Diana Adeline
watched as the last flickers of flame struggling against the inky–night of
space were extinguished, the final traces of oxygen consumed by the cold of
vacuum.


With the leaden feeling that often envelopes one’s body just
before the last moments of life drain away and death releases suffering,
Adeline quietly ordered “Lieutenant Ngai, please focus crew and techs on hull
and sensor repair. Secondarily, I want launch capabilities restored ASAP so we
can organize shuttle and fighter sweeps for any of our lost crew that may still
be out there. Double–rotations until we’re there.”


“Yes, Sir.”


“Lieutenant Jaxx and Ensign Ling, I don’t care what you have
to do; get short–range communication up and up now.”


At their confirmation, Adeline swept her dark eyed gaze
around the Bridge and CIC. “All right then, let’s get to it. We have people to
return and a ship to tidy.”


 * * * * * 


“Communications are up but Sensors are still a no go,
Lieutenant Commander.” Junior Operations and Intelligence Officer Marel Ngai
reported as she stood to attention before Adeline, seated, in Diana’s mind,
like an interloper behind’s Captain Serros’s desk in the Captain’s Room.
Portable data–screens and paper sheafs of technical schematics and sector
charts dotted the smooth glass table surface, and her sixth cup of coffee
rested cold and half–drained at her left hand.


It had been fourteen hours since the destruction of the TS
Ardent and still no word of Avara, Marcus, or the rest of Nova Squad. She
had pushed both herself and the crew to the brink of exhaustion and beyond, and
though they had as always performed marvelously, it still just wasn’t enough.
Though the eventual repair of the Sensor Array would certainly help, sensor
abilities would still be reduced due to the heavy sonite deposits in the area,
making readings spotty at best. And despite Dr. Argos’s best efforts, they had
lost another crewman four hours ago; concussion complications resulting in a
brain hemorrhage. Several more members of the crew were still inactive as they
were either being treated and monitored in the Medical Bay or recovering in
their own quarters.


So far the definitive casualties listed out at eight but
another six, the second of Excalibur’s two marine details, were very
likely given the chances of locating any survivors in the vacuum of space with
sensors down.


Still, Adeline forced herself to consider, though there was
not much hope there was some. Specifically, hope in the form of a five–day
ration of oxygen that was standard to sealed suits. Additionally, hull repairs
were well underway, even if at best estimate, still two weeks out from
completion, not including stress testing.


Needless to say, an additional worry was that in reality, Excalibur
was anything but prepared to face an unfriendly visit from another ship, a
distinct possibility given the presence of the Karukai raider. The very real prospect
of hostile contact meant that unless the Excalibur was either fully
repaired (and hence, battle–ready) or prepared to bug out and leave the
Arkaia System behind altogether, sending any long range communications for help
was simply not a viable option. Such could too easily be intercepted. 


Mustering a confident nod for her Junior Officer and off–duty,
her friend, Adeline responded, “Good to hear. I want constant monitoring of all
frequencies and channels. Additionally, go ahead and launch some Comm Buoys to
extend our sonite–limited range.”


“Yes, Sir. Also,” Marel began, a dimpled smile making a
brief appearance, “Ensign Alvarez has informed me that in approximately two
hours, not only will the Shuttle and Fighter Bay be operational and we’ll once
again be able to launch and land, but ES2 will be fully repaired.
Additionally, both of Excalibur’s working shuttles and five starfighters
have been fitted with extended sensor compliments to try and cut through the
feed–back mess out there.”


At the news, Diana felt the first genuine smile since the Ardent’s
explosion begin to form. The Excalibur’s Senior Mechanical Engineer had
been working like a dervish to get the Bay, shuttles and fighters first
repaired then prepped so search parties could be sent to locate their missing
crew. And the Captain.


 “Excellent news, Marel. Please extend my compliments to
Ensign Alvarez. The second we are able, I want our two operable shuttles and
starfighters out there conducting sweeps, broken into groups. First, I want
three fighters and one shuttle to conduct quick runs, starting with the area
immediately surrounding Excalibur, and then moving towards Dantis. Have the
remaining two fighters and shuttle conduct more methodical and thorough
searches along the same pattern.” Shifting in the Captain’s desk–chair and
absently drumming her fingers along the table–top’s surface, Diana continued, “Additionally,
have portable Comm Buoys launched at regularly spaced designations. Finally,
get our last shuttle up and running. Understood?”


“Yes, Sir!” Ngai acknowledged with a salute.


“Yes, Lieutenant?” Adeline asked a few moments later as,
despite her casual dismissal, the Junior Operations and Intelligence Officer
continued to stand before her yet said nothing.


“Well, um, Sir… I wanted to ask if you have managed to get
any rack–time?”    


 Seeing Marel’s discomfort at issuing her inquiry, Diana
fought the urge to bark a dismissal. “No Lieutenant, I am afraid I have not; I
will soon enough.” Adeline answered evenly.


“That’s good, Sir. It’s just that it has been over twenty–three
hours since you were off duty, and in my role as Junior Operation’s Officer,
it’s my responsibility to…”


“Yes, I understand completely, Lieutenant.” Adeline interrupted,
again fighting the urge to snap out denial. “I shall attend to it soon enough.
Thank you for your concern; you are dismissed.”


“Yes, Lieutenant Commander.” Marel responded, a slight flush
playing across her golden skin before exiting.


As the doors swished behind the Junior Officer, Adeline
suppressed a sigh as she leaned back in the chair for a moment and rubbed her
overly tired eyes. She knew Marel was only doing her duty as both an officer
and as a friend. Yet, despite their friendship, how could Marel truly
understand how Diana felt? Marel’s wife, Ensign Zibai, was still safe aboard
ship, carrying out her duties as Quartermaster and helping to organize the
fabrication and allocation of repair supplies.


Marel’s love and lover was not out in the dead of space or
empty grass–plains and wastelands of the pip of a planet below.


Or worse, forever beyond reach.


And that, Diana thought as she rubbed her eyes with
renewed vigor, is the crux of why I cannot not rest, cannot close my
eyes.


More than any potential threat of attack or even, God
forbid, the almost unfathomable forfeiture of her other best friend, Marcus
Perez, what she’d struggled with every minute and each second of the last
fourteen hours was the fear that Avara was lost.


It’s funny, Diana mused to herself, even though she had
served in the Ministry Navy for the last sixteen of her thirty–six years, had
lost friends and comrades to war and misfortune, come what may, it never even
seemed possible that Avara could ever be truly lost. She’d always seemed
untouchable, in a way. Irrepressible, undefeatable, driven, gifted, and utterly
brilliant. Shield Operative Captain Avara Serros, the Arca VII with the
uncontainable strength of will and equally powerful sense of compassion that
had seen her walk through fire and back time and time again. All the while
masterfully leading her crew to victory and safety right along with her.


And her smile. That crooked half–smile, so full of good
natured humor and laced with daring. That smile that Diana had fallen in love
with from the first time it had been offered to her, to the many mornings and
evenings she’d basked in its granted warmth during the last week–plus as they
had lain in bed together, their lovemaking either igniting or spent. 


Feeling her throat constrict and vision begin to darken,
once more Adeline exerted a herculean effort to keep at bay the soul–slicing
pain that threatened to carve away resolve and sanity. Diana quickly stood to
her feet and brushed through the door of the Captain’s Office to walk the Command
Deck.


She would continue do her duty, and she would
continue to believe.


 * * * * * 


“Lieutenant Commander, Wing Commander King reports contact
with a life–pod!”


At Ling’s announcement, Adeline forced herself not to leap
over to the Communication’s Station to verify the claim for herself. Assuming a
position of calm repose in the Command Chair, instead she ordered “Put it over
the Comm Ensign, if you please.”


“Excalibur, this is Ghost One. I have sight of
the Ardent’s Life–Pod 4 on my three. Do you read?”


The fighter–squadron commander’s Old–Terran, Southern North–American
lazy–drawl sounded tinny and was ruptured by interference, but was still easily
recognizable.


“This is Lieutenant Commander Adeline, Ghost One. Major
King, report.”


“Well now, communications are out but it’s our bird, sure
enough. She’s got no maneuvering thrusters but,” King began, and Diana
could hear the elation in the fighter–pilot’s voice, “I can see Commander
Perez’s face, grinnin’ like a cat who jus’ swallowed a bowl full of cream.”


Picturing Marcus’s expression in her mind, Adeline felt a
surge of joy ride through her. “Excellent work, Wing Commander.” Diana complimented
King, a recent addition to the crew but a rather exceptional and certainly in
this moment, most welcome one at that. “His cream must be running out, so why
don’t we bring him home?”


Turning to the compactly built Junior Communications
Officer, Diana followed with “Ling, task ES2 to shuttle–tug our Exec
home. King, as soon as the shuttle arrives at your coordinates, continue your
sweep pattern.”


“Yes, Sir.”


Between the shuttle journey and the tow, it took another
thirty–three minutes before a stubble–faced but whole Marcus Perez walked out
of the compact Karukai life–pod onto the Shuttle Bay’s deck. 


“Well, if you’re not a sight for sore eyes, Pirotécnica!”
He announced with a tired grin as he caught sight of a straight backed but
smiling Lieutenant Commander Adeline.


In typical Marcus fashion, he utterly ignored protocol and
grabbed her close in a brief, bone–rattling hug. “What took you so long, A?
There’re no Human rations on a Karukai life–pod, you know. We were just about
to run out of our own supply, and you know how grumpy I get when I’m hungry.”
His tone was playful as he released her.


With her gaze locked towards the life–pod’s other exiting
occupants, Adeline replied “Half of our systems including Comm and Sensors, two
shuttles, and our Shuttle Bay were blown out. Not to mention the bloody sonite
befouling everything that is actually functioning on–ship.” Diana answered,
only half–paying attention to his question and golden–brown gaze before rapping
out, “Where is Avara?”


“What? I assumed she… she’s not here?” Perez asked,
confusion giving way to disbelieving anxiety. Naxos, Rygel, and Ca’rrakk had
all filed out of the pod and stood around her in a semi–circle that, with Marcus,
felt oddly protective and given the absence of the Captain, simultaneously
suffocating. She absently noted a half–healed abrasion on Rygel’s brow.


“No, she’s been lost since the explosion thirty–six hours
ago, same as you were.” Diana impatiently replied. “What was her status when
you last communicated?”


“She and K’llan had started out on the lowest level, Deck 6,
and with lifts out, had been making their way through the maintenance crawl–way
to reach the life–pods on Deck 2. They’d encountered an obstacle somewhere
around Deck 3, and so were climbing up the elevator shaft. She had ordered us
to disembark after repairing the other life–pod. They were almost at it when we
ejected.”


Adeline could see the color drain from his face, and all the
light–humor she associated with Marcus slip away as just as she had been forced
to do, he was faced with the very real question of Avara’s survival.


“That was about fifteen seconds before Ardent’s
explosions started, but… She was so close, I was sure she’d made it. I mean,
it’s Avara.”


With disbelief, surprise, and weariness falling off him like
a worn, no longer needed coat, Marcus said to an unusually quiet Rygel, “Dane, I
need you to perform a data dump on the pod and all our findings we pulled from
the Ardent. Get me likely destinations for Avara and K’llan’s pod and
where they would head if on–planet. Work with Jaxx and Adeline.”


“Yes, Sir. If it is possible, we will find them; certes
oui!” The Communications Officer and resident hacking expert responded, his
blue–gray eyes almost feverish with commitment to the task.


“Make sure you eat.” Turning to the eager faced Ensign Xiang
who had accompanied Adeline to the Bay, Perez ordered “Yeoman, have Senior
Mechanical Engineer Alvarez run a complete spec on the life–pod. Map out its
capabilities, especially in regards to routing, and find out if there’s
anything traceable in its construction. Then bring a generous helping of food
and drink up to my Office.”


“Yes, Sir!” The young man replied, practically smacking his
head in enthusiasm, almond eyes pinched with determination.


Ah, too be that young and wet behind the ears again.


“Ca’rrakk, see if you can do anything to slice a path
through the damn sonite so we can better find our people.”


“I shall see what I can do, Commander. I think Dr. Thedonis
was working on…” The Gorath began, speaking to himself as he was already
walking away to his lab on Deck 5. 


Turning to their Braxien crew–member, Marcus ordered “Belgrum,
start organizing everything we’d require for planet–side search teams. We may
very well need your scouting skills, my friend.”


“Yesss.” He answered quickly, weariness forgotten as
he too stalked off to begin his preparations.


“Adeline,” Perez started a split–second after Naxos’s
departure, motioning for her to follow as he started towards the Bay’s doors.
“I want you to give me a full report regarding Excalibur’s status and
your search efforts. Leave nothing out.”


By the time the two had reached Perez’s small Executive
Officer’s Office on the CIC/Bridge level of the starship, Adeline had mostly
brought him up to speed in regards to the frigate’s status and operations.


“And though we thankfully were able to recover three out of
the six missing Marines of Avernus Corp, based on the survivor’s report,
‘tis very unlikely the remaining three made it, leaving our KIA total at
eleven.” Adeline stated as she wearily slid into one of the two chairs that
were situated directly across from Perez’s desk. Marcus hadn’t even bothered to
sit in his own seat, just slumped down on the corner of his rather cluttered
desk.


Absently rubbing at the overgrown stubble on his face that
was not a common feature, the Exec remarked “It could have been a lot worse,
Adeline. You’ve done well; very well.”


Not trusting herself to speak given the losses Excalibur
had suffered and the fact that Avara was still not recovered, she could only briefly
nod in response.


Shaking his head and running one large, scarred hand through
his spiky hair, the Commander all but spat out, “Fucking Feeder Captain had the
Docking Tube Port rigged. No way to know until triggered cuz it was a suicidal
move. Not even Rygel spotted it; didn’t care if she or her entire crew died…
just as long as the prisoners didn’t reach freedom.”


Looking at her friend, Adeline could practically see the
stress simmering about Perez in waves, knew that some part of him struggled
with what he and the others had seen on that ship, a reality magnified by his
worry for Captain Serros.


“Tell me.” She said as calmly as she could.


By the time Marcus was finished recounting the horror of
Nova Squad’s findings on the Karukai freighter, Diana could feel her own exhaustion
mating with a wave of nausea born from his descriptions.


“The worst of it is that I know Serros and Z’arr saw
even worse on the prisoner level than we did; I could hear it in Avara’s voice
over the Comm.”


“It’s why we’re out here, Marcus.” She offered, making him
meet her eyes.


After a moment, he nodded. “Damn straight. Now, let’s go
over our search grid. Your execution and strategy is flawless. I have only one
change.”


Adeline could tell by the Commander’s voice that she was not
going to be pleased with his next words, and could see that he knew it as well.
“With Sensors still down and repairs just under two weeks away from completion,
we can’t have all the fighters sweeping for Serros and Z’arr. We need to trim
down the number to two.” 


“What?” She burst out, unable to help herself. “But…
that would reduce our effectiveness by sixty–three percent. We’re already hobbling
along with our sensors barely able to identify and communicate with our own,
let alone running through the grid out there!”


With a placating wave of one hand and using his reasonable “Executive
Officer’s” voice, Perez responded, “Yes, I know, and I’m not happy about
it. But right now, Excalibur is practically a sitting duck out here with
half her systems inoperable or limping along. That makes our starfighters our
primary means of defense until our hull and sensors are fully back on–line.”


“Marcus, you said yourself that there are no Human food
supplies aboard a Karukai vessel. That means at best, Avara has her carried
allotment of two days rations. Even stretching it out to four or five days
makes the statistical likelihood of starvation, especially because she’s a bloody
Arca VII, totally unacceptable.”


So unlike her usually unflappably cool demeanor (Diana knew
she’d been called the “Ops Ice Queen” in friendly jest more than once), the
Lieutenant Commander could hear her voice rising as the last threads of self–possession
threatened to fray apart.


“Diana! Don’t you think I know that?” Marcus asked, no anger
in his tone, just pain. “But think; it’s Avara! If she’s trapped in the
pod and needs to, she can use her damn Synergy Enhancement to go into stasis. If
on–planet, she’ll locate food. We both know she’s tops in survival training. And
don’t forget, she’s not alone.”


“Oh, I find the fact that she’s traveling with a Vosaia who
also will have little to no supply of serum to inject in lieu of Feeding to be so
comforting. Thanks awfully.”


By the slow blink of his rich eyes, Diana could see that her
sarcastic words had hit the mark. He’d not even considered the issue of their
Vosaia Squadmate needing to ingest non–Human food.


“K’llan would never hurt Avara.” Marcus remarked after a
moment’s consideration, much more certain than she. But then, he’d taken time
to befriend the Vosaia, as where she’d maintained a polite distance.


“They will find a way, Adeline. We will keep two fighters on
task, but we must have the remaining three of Ghost Squadron immediately
on–hand to protect Excalibur.”


Seeing that she was about to protest further, Marcus quickly
cut in, “We need them, Diana. Ghost Squadron is our only real
form of defense and maneuverability out there right now, not to mention the
best eyes and ears we have. What do you think Avara would do?”


Damn him to Hell! Diana internally fumed. He knew exactly
what to say.


Given that Commander Marcus Perez had just been forced to
follow Captain Serros’s orders to leave her and Z’arr behind to ensure the rest
of Nova’s safety above Avara’s own, the answer was only too easy to supply. So
was her duty.


“Fine!” She finally responded to his painfully earnest gaze.


“We won’t give up until we find her, Diana; I promise
you that.” Marcus asserted, his tight voice fierce.


Regarding each other in absolute yet soul–easing silence,
Diana Adeline was pleased to note that the two were in perfect accord.


No matter what occurred or how long the endeavor took, they would
find Captain Avara Serros, or by God, they would never leave this backwater shit–piece
of Black Space.


















CHAPTER 18


“K’llan… K’llan, can you hear me? K’llan, come on back now.”


It so was hard, given the sweet lassitude that currently
caressed her body, but something about that voice overpowered her desire to
remain in the honey–thick blackness. Called to her with more than words and
tone, pulled her very essence with an undeniable persistence coupled with half–remembered
promise.


Upon opening her eyes, the first sight that greeted K’llan
Z’arr was a rosy, muted sort of burnished–gold light that faded away to a brilliant,
deep blue. It took a moment, but then she became gently aware that the light
was reflected from the control panels that surmounted the too close walls surrounding
her, and that the rich blue was Avara Serros’s eyes, pooled with concern and
relief both.


“There you are.” The Human Captain exclaimed a few long
heartbeats later, apparently satisfied by what she saw in K’llan’s face. “How
do you feel?”


“Like I have been run over three or four times by a Hurricane
driven by a madwoman.” Z’arr answered, finding her throat thick with disuse.
“Where are we?” K’llan felt like her head, unhelmeted just as the Human woman’s,
was as heavy as tajet stone as she tried to look about. She was seated in a
chair and Captain Serros was leaning over her, one unarmored hand gently
gripping her shoulder.


“The surface of Dantis; you were knocked out. What do you
remember?” Serros answered, and K’llan knew her friend was asking to make sure K’llan
truly was well, ascertain if her memory was intact. Some half–asleep part of
her noted that the tactic was a common trauma response test.


A picture of fire and the sensation of bone–melting heat
arose in her mind. With perfect clarity, she remembered Serros’s incandescent
eyes and one–armed grip clasping her with desperate strength as they were both
slapped into a side–wall of the Ardent’s lift–shaft like a scorpion–stung
finch winging madly in search of succor only to break into a rock–face. Then
K’llan remembered only blackness.


“Getting more closely acquainted with a starship wall than I
ever wished or thought possible.”


“Ha!” Serros laughed slightly. “Yep, you have the essentials.
Can you get up?”


Shifting, Z’arr realized she was in one of the cramped
Karukai life–pod’s seats, though the shock–frame roll–bars and safety harness
had been deactivated. Serros was crouched low before her so as to not hit her
head on the ceiling. It was an effort, but the Vosaia was able to make her feet
a moment later, though not before a wave of nausea threatened to spill bile
down the front of her chest.


“Steady on.” Serros encouraged, gripping her arm in support.


It took some time but then her rebelling body settled and
she was able to more or less stand on her own though like Serros, had to take
care not to hit the roof. “What is our situation?”


“Well, for the most part, you and I are whole,” Serros
started as she led the way out of the pod into the chill night air beyond the
hatch, using her arms to pull first herself out of the roof’s aperture and then
lending a hand to K’llan to do the same. “However, as far as I can tell, though
the pod’s beacon and Comm are both functioning, neither can penetrate the
sonite. I also tried to hail any other pods that may have made surface; no
response.” She continued after the two both stood atop the pod’s atmo–entry–scarred
roof.


Under the bright lunar light, K’llan could see a vast, saw colored,
grass–swept swath of emptiness surrounding them.


“Additionally, sensors can detect no trace of a settlement
or other sentient–life. Matches what we reviewed about the planet.”


Feeling a sense of infinite emptiness as she regarded the
still vista, K’llan asked, “So we have no destination to try for and no means
to make contact with the Excalibur for aid?”


“Not exactly. We do have a pre–determined set of
coordinates programmed into the pod’s Nav data–base. It seems to be this
Outpost J2 that Perez and Naxos identified in the Karukai Captain’s log. In
fact,” she continued, running fingers through her hair as she gazed across the clear
expanse and considered their options, “it seems the pod was programmed to land
near the outpost. However, the sonite completely crashed any semblance of
directional control. And here we are.”


Hearing the note of frustration in the Human Captain’s voice
and somehow knowing there was more, K’llan repeated, “And here we are?”


“Yes, here we are: approximately one–thousand, seven–hundred,
and twenty–three miles out from Outpost J2.”


“Oh my. And the sonite will be an equal limitation to the Excalibur’s
search efforts.”


“Exactly. Oh my, indeed.” Serros agreed, a quirk of humor
playing about her mouth despite the dire situation. “Not to mention, it’s not
as if the Karukai will be pleased to invite us in out of the cold for tea.”


“Not to our benefit, that’s for sure.” Z’arr remarked, eye
cocked to convey the double–meaning of her statement.


“Yes, quite. On the positive side, our Arca DSA Enhancements
should allow us to add an extra sixty miles or so per day to our achievable
travel distance.” The Captain said, projecting cheer in her tone.


“That means at best it will take us … approximately twenty
days to reach our destination.” Her calculation felt akin to heaping stones atop
her own grave.


“Approximately, yes.”


“You know, Avara.” K’llan began somewhat hesitantly,
predicting what the Shield’s response would be to her next words, “You are an
Arca VII, and since you number more than four enhancements and thus, are an
Arca Savant, you could easily double the Arca travel rate… Meaning, you
could make the station on your own in a significantly reduced period of time.
Ten or so days.”


Shaking her head, midnight–blue eyes obdurate, Serros replied,
“Only if I left you behind, and I will not. From a practical perspective, we
both need one another to reach and then, as we undoubtedly will have to do,
infiltrate the outpost. It is simply not a strategic move, even if I was
willing to leave you behind on a personal level, and I am not. Separation is
not an option.”


K’llan could feel the Human’s sincerity as her nya
flared with uncompromising certitude.


“Very well.” The Vosaia responded quietly, feeling her own
soul flicker with a mixture of gratitude, respect, and slightly exasperated
affection. 


“All right, well, unless I miss my mark, I’d say dawn is about
three hours away. We should begin taking stock and gathering supplies, and see
if there’s anything we can do to increase our chances of Excalibur
locating us through this mess.”


“Agreed.”


At K’llan’s motion of acquiescence, the two dropped back
into the pod and began their work, with Z’arr investigating means of boosting
the pod’s emergency beacon and Serros taking stock of their survival inventory.
About an hour past the first rose–painted stroke of dawn, the two Nova Squad
members stood together and took measure of what the last four and a half hours
of labor had wrought.


After several frustrating attempts, K’llan had been able to
re–route the reserve of the pod’s life–support power pool to boost the rescue
beacon signal, an output that would last for approximately twenty–six days. She
had also left a coded signal containing the coordinates of their proposed
destination and estimated duration of travel. 


For her part, Avara had collected the pod’s survival gear
and cannibalized the four separate kits to two compact packs for their journey.
Their equipment included most of the essentials they would need to survive the expedition,
including two purification and medical kits and four canteens filled with hydro–fluid.
The Captain had also gathered sleeping rolls and miniature light–nodes, a
portable laser, rope dispenser, grappling–attachments, a miniature generator
that also acted as an alarm system, a collapsible shovel, and one two–person
tent.


Additionally, she had located a spare set of clothes for each
of them. It was a find made essential by the fact that though their armor had
done an admirable job of protecting them from the Ardent’s explosion and
successive blasts of metal–melting fire, it had been rendered utterly useless
by the laudable deed. The flame had also performed a disservice upon most of
their arms, leaving only two functional pistols, Avara’s Volturno SX9s, half a
dozen grenades, and three micro–assembler knife hilts. Fortunately, their
ammunition was entirely intact, the CD casings having adequately served to
protect each dispenser’s payload.


Of most concern was their food supply, or definitive lack of
one. As Karukai did not eat solid food, there were of course no Human–edible victuals
available in the pod’s supplies. Since they also did not make use of Vitani
Serum as a matter of defiant principle but instead relied upon each other or
Clones in the case of emergency, there was also no sustenance for K’llan. The
net result of Karukai appetite was that the only food supplies they possessed
were what they carried with them as per standard practice.


It was an amount of food–cubes and Vitani that equaled a two–day
supply. Even at quarter–rations, the two would be entirely without sustenance
in six days, maximum.


It was a frightening proposition. Even more so, K’llan
suspected, for herself than Avara, given the driving need for Feeding that was
every Vosaia’s legacy. As Z’arr and Serros slung the packs the Shield Operative
had organized over their shoulders and met each other’s eyes, it was an issue
that K’llan could tell both of them were aware of but chose not to discuss in
detail until they had to.


One step at a time, as they say, and they had only too
many steps to place on the path before them.


“Shall we?” Captain Serros asked.


Studying her companion, K’llan could not help but to reflect
on how strange Serros appeared in the borrowed Karukai garb that she wore. A somewhat
loose, dark scarlet, long–sleeved jacket with a removable hood covered her
naval standard, dark royal blue undershirt, and crimson–seamed, somewhat tight
black utility trousers did the same for the lower part of her body. Avara’s
boots and weapons were the only familiar elements to her accouterment. K’llan
could only picture how she herself looked in the same outfit; much, she
imagined, like snow and ice smeared with blood.


Not, she thought acidly, a look for any self–respecting
Vosaia, but very well suited to the Karukai.


“Yes, let us begin.”


The two started out at a standard quick walking pace to get
the feel of the land they navigated and to preserve their Arca enhanced
strength in case of threat from the unknown but certainly extant local fauna.


As they traveled, no matter in which direction she turned, K’llan
saw endless miles of gray–green grass, flowing with the currents of the wind
like sea–water tumbled by a warm summer gust during the bright light of day. So
apt was the comparison, at times K’llan fancied she could have literally dove
into the green and simply begun swimming her way forward through the grass
eddies.


Indeed, the meadowland was so thick that she and Avara were
forced to search the ground until they came across a reasonably well–worn
animal path heading in the general direction of their destination.


As they moved along the traverse, the hot air was thick with
the clicks and zzzsszts of springing cicadas the size of mice calling
to one another, the sound syncopated with the gentle snap of both jeweled and
muted butterfly wings. Several times the two women heard rustling noises
working through the space surrounding them and spotted tiny, eight limbed rodents
with stubby tails flying through the brush. Green, yellow, and gray grass
snakes and lizards were also a common sight as they sat sunbathing along the
path. Once, a sort of fawn colored feline the size of a hawk growled over his
still–freshly bleeding prey, a small, mud–colored pig–like mammal. The cat
grabbed his kill in sharp–toothed jaws and slunk into the grass to secure his
prize. Overhead, the piercing calls of birds of prey slashed into the ever
present low hum of insect and animal life.


In late afternoon, they stopped in a small clearing for a
welcome rest and to take a full swallow of hydro–fluid, essentially the
equivalent in hydration value to a generous glass of water. Consuming the sweet
fluid, K’llan fought a stab of dizziness and nausea and for a moment, struggled
to breathe before the sensation slipped away.


Picking up on her broadcasted feeling of physical distress,
Serros turned her head from her survey of the path. “K’llan, what’s wrong?”


“I believe… I may have hit my head harder than I thought and
so the exertion is getting to me.”


“I see.” She responded, and Z’arr did not have to struggle
to interpret the distinct note of displeasure in the Captain’s voice at K’llan
not having volunteered the information earlier. Saying nothing of the
sentiment, Serros lifted her arm and began a full bio–metric scan with her CPA.
Minutes later, she reported “You have a mild concussion and extensively bruised
ribs. Both would account for the nausea, especially in tandem.” Gesturing to
the immediate surrounding area, the Captain remarked “I think here is as good a
place as any for making camp for the night.”


Concerned with their lack of progress, Z’arr shook her head.
“I do not think that is necessary, Captain. We should at least spend our
allotment of capability and travel for an hour at Arca speed.”


“No, it’s more important that neither one of us pushes
ourselves to injury. There’s no local med–center that we can call upon, after
all.” Seeing that she was about to protest a second time, the Human added,
“Head wounds are tricky, Lieutenant, and you’re not a PV. I think we need to do
something about it before we move on.”


“You mean use your Synergy Enhancement?” Z’arr asked,
already knowing the answer.


“Yep.”


“But Avara… our food supplies are limited, and such an
expenditure of energy will only increase your hunger; it will speed up the rate
of deprivation.”


“I see the concern, however, if wait for natural healing,
the result will be the same except we’ll have covered a significantly reduced
amount of distance in the meantime.”


Reluctantly, the Vosaia nodded, unable to refute Serros’s
logic.


“Let’s set up camp first, and then proceed.”


The two made short work of preparing the site: clearing the
brush from the area to discourage insect and reptile visitation, setting up a
latrine three–dozen paces away, and positioning the auto–assemble tent and
miniature generator. Serros also took care to place alert nodes around the immediate
area of the camp, each wirelessly connected to the generator and programmed to
belt an alarm if any life–forms over fifteen pounds in size entered the
perimeter.


When their efforts were complete, Serros had K’llan sit
cross–legged on the ground and the Captain knelt down before her on one knee. “I
will warn you, it is not an entirely pleasant sensation.” Avara informed her,
gaze almost uncomfortably direct yet warm as always. “Are you ready?”


“Yes.”


With a nod, the Human Shield placed a palm on each side of
K’llan’s neck and then closed her eyes. For several seconds, nothing happened.
K’llan sat watching Serros’s becalmed  face and dark–crowned head as she listened
to the sounds of Dantis’s surrounding wildlife either settling in or beginning
to move about with the approach of dusk.


Then gradually, K’llan became aware of a … vibration,
undulating from the Human to herself, energy rippling from Serros’s palms to
Z’arr’s neck, then flowing throughout her entire frame. Minutes seemed to pass,
then the impression increased in agitation and shifted from vibration to a
prickling sensation, almost like a thousand slender needles were being
carefully inserted one after the other into flesh and bone.


With a gasp of pain, Z’arr’s own hands flew up to grasp
Serros’s wrists, but the Human did not release her hold. K’llan could feel
Avara’s determination and empathy swelling within her nya and flowing
from her consciousness to meticulously inspect Z’arr for any sense of unwellness
or injury. Soon the stabbing prickles faded away entirely to be replaced only
by gentle yet sustaining heat.


In that warmth, the Vosaia suddenly felt as if a doorway
between their minds had been cracked open and she felt her consciousness moving
towards the beckoning light. Essential components of the Human’s soul and will
spun about and fused with K’llan’s nya, as she further opened that portal
and peered within. Strength, purity of purpose, concern for K’llan’s injuries,
fear for the wellbeing and status of Marcus, Ca’rrakk, Dane, and Belgrum as
well as for the entire crew of the Excalibur. Lingering horror over what
they had witnessed onboard the TS Ardent… All this and more swirled
within the confines of Avara’s self and were recognizable to K’llan in the form
of a scattershot of images, pictures, and feelings.


Then, like a child ripped from her mother’s grasp, Z’arr
felt the doorway simultaneously begin to close and recede. The enveloping swell
of Avara’s nya slipped away like breakers over a sand–crested beach.


Taking stock, the material world gradually came into focus
once more, grounding her. Though physically drained, K’llan felt entirely
whole, without the slightest trace of lingering pain or dizziness. Yet
emotionally, she felt a stabbing ache of absence at the loss of their amplified
connection.


“Wow. That was unexpected.”


K’llan lifted her heavy lids to meet the somewhat wide–eyed
gaze of Captain Serros, the blue of her eyes so bright that Z’arr had blink to
see beyond the fading kobalt light to clearly make out the Human’s features.


“Yes…” K’llan found that she was not sure how to respond. In
her years as a SFT Agent, she had undergone healing from four separate people
with a Synergy Enhancement, but those experiences were nothing like what had
just occurred. In tone and flavor, the exchange of thoughts and feelings was
much more like the experience of union between closely bonded Vosaia.


“Felt like I was actively trying to get a read from you,”
Avara mused, “But I wasn’t. And the images and emotions were so clear…
I’ve never experienced that before.” Then, almost with a trace of awkwardness,
Serros realized her hands still rested on K’llan’s neck and she quickly pulled
away, concerned that the contact was unwanted.


Z’arr could feel the lingering warmth of Serros’s touch begin
to fade in the now falling night. “No, I have not either.” She eventually
responded, almost irresolute in regards to what she could, or should, say.
Again she was struck by the maddening query of how much the Human woman
understood about the connection that had developed between them. Or what her
response would be if she did.


K’llan was saved from the questioning look Avara was
shooting her as a moment later, the Captain sat back onto the ground, overcome
by weariness.


“Are you well?” Z’arr asked, a nail of concern puncturing
her thoughts.


“Yeah. I think our day’s exertions are now getting to me.”
She responded, tiredly rubbing her forehead.


“I can only imagine. Time for our rations, I think.”


It took only minutes for the two to switch their portable
generator on to stave off the growing cold and then to retrieve their rations;
a rather unappetizing two inch square of tan nutrient matter for Avara, and a
three inch syringe–vial of Vitani for K’llan.


K’llan watched Avara watching her as the Vosaia inserted the
short needle into the vein of her left inner forearm, and then dispense one–half
a dose of the life–giving serum. As always and especially when around non–Vosaia,
the scrutiny of another viewing her daily injection of sustenance left her
feeling vaguely disquieted, like a stranger observing her in an intimate act.


“Sorry; I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.” Avara
spoke into the silence, eyes reflecting the muted light of the generator.


Of course she’d picked up on what K’llan was feeling. “It is
all right. I am just not used to administering my injections while in the
company of others.”


“You worry about being judged?”


Suppressing an internal sigh at the Human’s ongoing habit of
being both ridiculously insightful and occasionally obtuse, K’llan nodded in
response. “The feeling is not uncommon; it is the association between Vosaia
history and Feeding.”


“Make’s sense.” Serros remarked thoughtfully, then out of
courtesy, K’llan was certain, said no more.


“You are still hungry?” K’llan asked, quite aware that Avara
had ingested only one–third a standard, normal ration allotment for a Human in
an attempt to stretch out their supplies.


“Suppose you’d call me a liar if I said I wasn’t.” Avara answered
with a faint, softly crooked grin.


K’llan offered a smile of her own. “Not at all. I would and will
simply say, I think you should eat a full day’s food allotment given our
activities and the healing you just administered.”


“I’m not sure that’s wise, K’llan. We have a long journey
before us.”


“Yes, we do, and no matter what else occurs, at some point
very soon, we are going to have to obtain provisions. Yet just as you pointed
out to me earlier, we need to guard our health to make the journey at all.
Starvation would most decidedly prove to be a barrier.” 


After a minute’s regard, Captain Serros shrugged in
acquiescence. “Fine, if you’re going to use my own logic against me, the least
I can do is have the good grace to accept.”


Laughing, K’llan responded, “Well, I’m pleased you do not
intend to be difficult over the matter.”


“Ha–ha. I think you’ve been spending too much time with
Marcus.” The Shield quipped, taking a second bite of the remaining portion of the
first of her two ration–cubes.


“He is becoming a good friend.” K’llan agreed easily.


“Mm.” Was Avara’s only response as she finished the rest of
the large bite and took another swig from her canteen. “I hope he and the
others are okay. They may have made planet–side as well, though with any luck, Excalibur
picked them up instead.”


K’llan collected and processed the shafts of emotion that
accompanied the Captain’s words with ease. “I am sure he is well, and Ca’rrakk,
Belgrum, Dane, and the crew of Excalibur.” The Vosaia deliberately
projected a feeling of certainty and comfort with her words.


Avara smiled in gratitude. “Yes, no doubt.”


Standing with a slow stretch, Captain Serros said “I think we
should try and get some sleep. It has been an eventful two days, to say the
least.”


“For certain.”


Saying their goodnights, the two zipped themselves up in their
sleeping rolls inside the small tent, and in fairly short order, K’llan was
able to detect that the Human Captain had already fallen into a deep, exhausted
slumber as her pattern of inhalation and exhalation metered out into a strong,
steady rhythm.


Considering the day’s events and still buzzing slightly from
the Synergy induced healing, K’llan found sleep a harder partner to court.
Worries and questions circled each other in her mind, everything from the
status of those left behind to face the dangers of Black Space and Karukai
destination–point, to the ongoing, mysterious and laden reality of the bond that
even now, K’llan could feel thrumming with low insistence between herself and
Avara. Most pressing, however, were the very real concerns regarding the
journey that lay ahead of the two, and especially the troubling need for
sustenance.


Finally, K’llan let the assurance she’d felt silently stream
from Avara at the initiation of their journey, wash over her along with the
soft sounds of her companion’s breathing. Despite her nagging concerns, she
felt the gentle lethargy of sleep caress and finally claim her.   


 * * * * * 


The next four days went much like the first except that
having taken the time and made the effort to recuperate, their pace, which they
kept at a sustaining low–jog for much of the day, was decidedly quickened. The
monotony of their travels was broken up by a steady stream of conversation, creating
a new suite of insights into the Human Captain’s character and experiences just
as, K’llan knew, was true in reverse. When not speaking, the silence that
stretched between them was companionable rather than disquieting or a sign of
disinterest. The comfort K’llan felt in Avara’s presence made the pressing
journey bearable.


The geographic features remained much the same during their
trek, though at the midpoint of the third day, they came across a low–trilling
stream crisscrossing and then joining with the series of game trails they had
been following. It was a reality that aided their navigation efforts.  Furthermore,
the water made for welcome respite in the form of providing a means for the two
to clean both themselves and their equipment. However, it also meant an
increase in the number of animals they came across. Not surprising, since the waterway
provided a significant supply of vital sustenance not only in the form of water
but also as a source of prey stopping at the drink.


The point became manifest when, by the end of the fifth day,
the two began to hear persistent yipping noises punctuated by high–pitched
howls. It was not long before K’llan and Avara caught sight of movement
rippling through the tall grass, like sharks knifing through the spray before
striking.


“What do you think?” K’llan asked when the two came to an
alert induced halt at the right bank of the stream.


Eyes and ears straining and her head moving slowly back and
forth as she scanned the sea of surrounding grassland, Serros answered “I think
we may be in trouble.”


“Not entirely helpful, Avara.” K’llan responded drily.


Whatever the Shield’s answer was about to be was lost as
K’llan caught sight of a blurring missile of wheat–yellow and ash flying out of
a clump of grassy verge to dart straight at the Human’s unprotected back.


“Avara!” Z’arr found that she was screaming warning and
drawing her pistol before she was even aware that thought had fired to body.


The Human woman had also caught the danger and in response, crouched
low to the ground and executed a swift roll right before eight appendages armed
with rending ivory claws, ripped at her backside and a fang–filled, gaping
elongated jaw snapped at where the base of her neck had been poised a breath
before.


Rising gracefully to her feet and with a response time so
quick as to be automatic in nature, Avara racked off two shots directly into
the furred, sloping forehead of the canine predator just as it sprang through
the window of space between them. Z’arr fancied she could actually feel the
quaking thud as the easily two–hundred or more pound animal dropped to
the ground. The dripping cerise of blood was a slashing contrast to its ash–hued
fur.


Relief short–lived, Captain Serros shifted her pose and
unerringly shot off another round, this time into a second like–formed beast at
her two o’ clock, and then a third at Z’arr’s five, behind and to the side of
the Vosaia.


It was a favor that K’llan returned a heart–stopping second
later, as yet another of the four–footed creatures sprang at Avara. Regrettably,
their good fortune was not to last as yet again slavering jaws made for both people
and each was occupied with their own primal struggle for life in the face of
death.


K’llan’s pistol–fire ripped into the falling light of day as
three shots snicked into another beast’s flank. Yet even as the beast
tumbled to the ground in a futile battle to continue its own existence, one of
the massive canine’s two upper–lateral appendages, reminiscent of underdeveloped
and stubby, paw–tipped arms, lashed out and raked her left thigh. Immediately,
burning pain evocative of chemical fire shot through her thigh to calf to hip.


Clenching her teeth with all but shattering force to keep
the searing pain at bay, K’llan frantically cast her gaze. She caught view of
Avara just as she rammed the activated blade of her long–knife up through jaw
and jugular of a final attacker, half–falling to the turf to avoid the animal’s
dying weight pinning her to the ground.


With a final heave, the Human freed both self and blade,
picked up her fallen pistol, and then after ascertaining a lack of imminent
threat, moved towards K’llan.


For just a moment, Z’arr thought the resemblance between
Avara and their now still mammalian hunters was remarkable. Capturing the
murderous glint in the woman’s fire–flash eyes as she stalked through grass and
mud towards K’llan, blood weeping from wounds at her upper shoulder and across
her left collarbone, Avara Serros looked no less the predator than the slain
beasts at her booted feet.


Killer and savior, warrior and poet, she is my life and
death both. 


The line from the old Vosaia Third Period poem raced and
chased through K’llan’s mind as she tracked Serros’s approach, the verse strikingly
appropriate.


 Stopping before K’llan, Serros grasped Z’arr’s arm in a
quiet symbol of support. “The claws are poisoned; I’d wager some type of natural
numbing toxin to make the capture of prey easier.” Avara’s melodic voice was
tight as she quickly reviewed K’llan’s dripping thigh wound.


“Yes.” K’llan confirmed, and she could hear the edge in her
own voice as Serros quickly sprayed Salu–Salve on the wound, the liquid both a
disinfectant and pain numbing agent. Without discussion, Z’arr kept her gaze
locked for an attack.


It took only seconds for the sweet relief of the medicine to
wipe away the persistent pain of the injury. “Not you?” K’llan queried as
Serros quickly returned the spray to its place in the first aid kit, storing
the whole in K’llan’s pack.


Shaking her head, cowlick brushing across her forehead,
Serros answered “No, I’m fine. My PV already has it under control. Plus we may
need the kit later. And,” she began, head cocked and catching sound of movement
in the grassland beyond, “We need to leave… now.”


“Right.” Z’arr answered, her own determination matching her
companion’s.


With what was proven to be well–founded caution, the two had
made it a habit to wait until just before day’s end to Arca enhance their speed
to a mile–eating rapidity. It was a practice that served them well now.


At a nod indicating she should go first, Z’arr consciously
called upon her DSA and launched forward along the game trail twining the
stream like a starfighter pilot yanking her throttle backward to climb into the
stars.


Grass, soil, and low–sky all blurred together as K’llan ran
at full speed, arms and legs pumping in perfect balance. Sight and sound
married in a soul–freeing union that she could only imagine was reminiscent of
a bird in flight. All the while, with awareness born of the low murmur of the link
she shared with the Human woman, K’llan felt Avara sprint at like velocity just
behind her. Soon the two had left the threat of the canine pack of hunters
behind.


After just under an hour had passed, Serros pulled ahead of
Z’arr and signaled that they should stop. Practically skidding in the water–drunk
soil at her abrupt halt, K’llan sucked in deep swallows of the now chill night
air, regaining her equilibrium after their flight. Finally, she asked “Why are
we stopping so soon? I can still run for a good fifteen minutes or so.”


Laughing slightly as she breathed in the night air herself,
Avara replied, “No doubt, but I think we should hold some in reserve just in
case our neighbors decide to stop by again.”


“Mm, yes. Probably wise, given that I am pretty sure they
are nocturnal.”


“Yeah, that was my thought too.” Serros affirmed. “Did you
catch sight of the rocky hillside in the distance?”


“Yes.”


“Might make a good goal–point for tomorrow.” Avara
commented, and at K’llan’s agreement, the two went about making their camp.


Conversing while they worked, K’llan disliked the weariness
she noted in Avara’s voice and posture, so unlike her usual, almost constant
sense of energy that she typically exuded. For that matter, she did not like
her own exhaustion that she felt creeping into bone and soul, all heightened by
a sense of ever–growing hunger.


Camp laid out and sitting down to consume the very last of
their carefully parceled out rations, K’llan was not at all surprised when
Avara demonstrated that she shared the Vosaia’s hushed fears. “We need to talk about
what we’re going to do for sustenance, and especially what we are going to do
in regards to your need to Feed.”


Knowing that the discussion was coming, but still unable to craft
a solution that she was comfortable with, K’llan quietly supplied “I can last
another two days or so until it becomes a real concern.” 


Mouth pressed into a slash, Serros remarked, “You mean only
another two days or so until you’re comatose with deprivation?” Faint yet
controlled frustration quivered in the Shield’s tone.


When K’llan could offer only pregnant silence in return to
the Human’s comment, Avara asserted, “K’llan, you’re starving. I can
feel it.” Her voice held absolute certainty, and more. K’llan could hear the shiver
of real worry, even alarm in her tone, could feel it like the struck chord of a
harp held between them. “You need to Feed and I am the only option.”


“No! You don’t understand, Avara.” K’llan finally responded,
uncommonly slipping into the use of contractions in her frustration and fear. Locking
her gaze with that of the Human woman’s who sat before her on the other side of
the low–humming, miniature generator, K’llan worked to explain. “It is
dangerous Avara, for you and I; perhaps especially for you and I.”


“What? Why especially for you and me?”


Feeling the Captain’s confusion swirling around her and
captured by the sweetly earnest expression in her eyes, despite how much she
wished she could answer Avara’s question, K’llan found that she simply could
not utter the words that were so carefully locked away.


Especially given the recent change that had taken place
between Avara and one of those closest to her aboard Excalibur.


“K’llan, you’ve said before that some Vosaia pay to
consensually Feed on another, that it is legally permissible, which means it must
be safe enough to do so. I don’t understand. We’re friends and I’m offering;
what are you so afraid of?”


Answering with what was both truth and at the same time, not
the entire truth, K’llan proclaimed “It is dangerous. I am hungry,
Avara, and I am inexperienced. I do not trust my control given the
circumstances.”


After a moment’s silent contemplation, the Shield Operative leaned
forward. “I don’t see that we have a choice, K’llan; I will not take the risk. I
have faith in you.”


Repressing a betraying shudder of want that flooded through
her despite her best efforts, K’llan stood quickly to her feet and, taking a long
step back, shook her head in negation. “The issue is immaterial anyway,
Captain. You also are starving. I truly believe there is a significant chance that
your body could not withstand the strain given your own current state of
extended depravation, Physical Potency and Vitality Arca or no.”


Seeing the familiar look of stubborn resolve on Avara’s
face, K’llan cut her off, mouth half–open, before the Human could even begin.
“I mean it, Avara. I will not foolishly risk you, either.”


 “Very well, Lieutenant Z’arr. Tomorrow we hunt for me, but
once I am sated, you will Feed.”


Looking across the span of distance between them, feeling
her eyes captured by the Captain’s own, K’llan reluctantly nodded. Internally,
she was filled with no more assurance regarding the proposed course of action
than before. Knowing that once Avara was physically capable and no matter the
risk to herself, Captain Serros would refuse to take no for an answer. Not when
she believed, accurately as it happened, that K’llan’s life was held in
balance.


As the two quietly cleaned up, finished their evening tasks
and then retired, K’llan found that sleep would not take her for the entire
eve’s duration. A contributing factor was worry of another attack from the
canine predators, the jakhri, if the two Nova Squad members were correct in their
species identification. Yet the possibility of physical threat was a mere blip
on the sensor grid in comparison to her real fears.


And the desire to Feed that she felt thrumming through her body.


















CHAPTER 19


The next morning came without interruption, the two
apparently having given their canine pursuers the slip. Shortly after they
began their trek towards the rock–strewn hillside they had spotted in the far distance
yesterday, there was a shift in the rote modality of the environment and
routine they had grown accustomed to over the past five days.


Though still rather warm, the weather turned muggy,
heralding the rain that broke through the sky at early midday. Soon, streamers
of water tracked from scalp, to cheek to shoulder, the rain sheeting until both
were soaked through. Still, they continued their ground eating pace, wanting to
come within spitting distance of the cliffs for shelter after they hunted,
especially given the turn in the weather.


It was a struggle, and as the day wore on, K’llan found the
going to be increasingly difficult. Vision had become spotty and the path
slippery with run–off. At the same time, she could feel her strength flagging
to a minimum, exertion and hunger attempting to claim their prize as K’llan’s saturated
garments clung like a shroud trying to bear her down to the ground for burial.


Casting her gaze at her companion, she could see by her
starkly drawn features that Avara was hardly faring better than herself. The
advantages of so many Arca Microtech Enhancements, including a PV, extended
only so far before the body’s systems started to breakdown. Essentially, blood
and tissue began to self–cannibalize in a desperate bid to sustain the additional
demands required by such augmentations.


About three hours before the appearance of dusk, the two companions
came to a halt, pausing to review the forty–foot up–sweep of hills and cliff–cutaways
scattered in the face’s north side. Fighting the pinch of fatigue, K’llan cast
her eyes to where Captain Serros pointed, a dark smudge against the fragile
light pushing through the downpour. “There; looks like a good choice.”


“I will take your word for it.” Z’arr answered, too weary to
add more.


“Let’s scout it out together then we’ll tackle food.”


“Right then.”


The two began their slippery scramble up the muddy hillside.
They made the naturally carved opening in fairly short order, and despite the
murky weather, the view from above was stunning. Muted blue and gray melded with
dark green and gold, fused to a sky that was periodically cracked by lightning
mated with thunder.


Proceeding forward, the two cautiously worked their way
inside the depression. The cave turned out to be about fifteen feet or so deep,
and was, thankfully, both dry and empty except for a yellowed set of unidentifiable
ossuary remains resting on gravel–covered earth flooring.


Convinced that no danger lurked inside their newly acquired
shelter, Captain Serros turned towards K’llan. “Why don’t you set up camp and
see what you can do about finding and drying some flammable materials for a
fire so we can cook. I’m going to see about scrounging up some food.”


“By yourself? Would it not be better to stay together?”
K’llan asked, worried. They had both caught sound and sight of more jakhri
roving the wet grasslands throughout the day.


Lifting the cowl of her scarlet hood to once more cover her
head, Avara replied, “No, I don’t think so. The process will go much more
quickly if we divide what needs to be done.”


Considering the Human woman’s words and what lay underneath,
though she was too polite to say so, K’llan knew Avara was obliquely
communicating that at this stage, Z’arr was simply too drained to be an
adequate hunting partner. Avara intended to draw on the last of her greater reserves
of her Arca Enhanced stamina, speed, and senses, and as such, she would move
more quickly and quietly on her own.


Again noting how tired and worn the Human seemed, the
application of logic did not dictate pleased acceptance.


“I’ll be fine, Lieutenant.” The Captain answered her unspoken
concern, effortless reading K’llan’s emotions.


“Very well. If you do not return within three hours, I shall
Comm you.” K’llan replied, the statement half promise and half threat.


“Understood.” Avara answered with a tight, crooked grin, and
then she was gone, slipping down the hillside with the grace of the hunting cats
the two had spotted more than once over the last few days, lean and dangerous.
Staring out of the natural doorway of the shallow cave, the last sight K’llan
caught of the Human woman was her slight pause at the hill’s base, then Avara
blurred out of existence like a ghost, soaring through rain and grass alike.


 Consciously choosing to press the warble of anxiety she
felt over the Captain’s safety into the back recesses of her mind and also pushing
away the pounding drum of the headache she’d been sporting for the day’s
duration, Z’arr went about her preparations. Practice had made the chore fairly
easy, though locating enough fuel for the intended fire was more difficult.


Z’arr waded through mud and grass alike to gather armfuls of
the tough, stubby–branched bushes that spread throughout the grass and
especially along the stream’s banks. In the end, the Vosaia made several trips
down the hill and then systematically rotated clutches of branches and long
grass–blades, fan–like, on the ground before the generator to fully dry. She
did the same with the chill–courting, sodden Karukai jacket and her now water–slicked
and loosened hair.


After an appropriate span of time, the closest of her
gathered kindling had dried and K’llan built but did not yet light a fire. With
everything completed that could be until Serros returned, Z’arr settled in and waited.


Despite the generator’s steady if dull warmth, K’llan found
that she was continuously assaulted by fits of shivering and the hammering in
her head persistently gained in force. As the minutes ticked by, the Vosaia increasingly
battled the urge to curl up around the generator and just close her too heavy
eyes.


At last, K’llan caught sight of a familiar figure climbing
up the edge of the steep incline and stepping into the relative warmth of the
cavern.


With a low curse muttered in her native tongue of Avenos,
Z’arr forced her protesting body to rise and help the Captain as she wrestled
with the dripping corpse of a large, female jakhri slung across her shoulders.


“I heard that.” Avara greeted, a playful if tired smile
about her mouth.


Helping to bear the animal’s weight down to the pebbled
ground at the cave’s opening, K’llan replied, “Must be spending too much time
with you, Captain.”


“Ha–ha.” The Human responded as she shook off water and
fatigue and dropped her weapon’s harness to the ground so she could remove her
drenched jacket. K’llan could see goose bumps sprout along the Human’s sleekly
muscled arms as she shucked–off mud spattered and soaked boots and socks, then placed
all her gear out by the generator to dry.


Watching Avara move towards the slain animal and unable to
quite repress a frown of aversion, K’llan remarked, “I hope you know how to
handle the animal, Captain. I am afraid such was not a necessary part of my
education.” 


“Uh–huh. You’re a scientist; didn’t you dissect frogs and
pigeons, or some such?” Serros’s tone was jesting as she shot an inquisitive glance
in K’llan’s direction.


“Dissection is not the same as ingestion, I’m
afraid.”


“Well, not to worry. My required survival training will save
my digestion. Hopefully.” Though confident, Serros’s tone bespoke her lack of
enjoyment in the coming process as well. 


Moving just outside the cave’s mouth and affixing an ejected
coil of rope from their kit on a left–protruding rock, Avara then tied the rope
around the neck of the beast and heaved the body up. “I assume you know how to start
that proper fire you built?”” She asked as she worked.


“Yes, made easier thanks to our laser.” K’llan answered,
both strangely fascinated and repulsed as she observed Avara insert the tip of her
flash–forged bowie knife into the jakhri’s pelvis, and then work the blade
upward to the sternum. A steady trickle then fount of blood dripped down to the
ground, the pattering of the liquid fusing with the fall of rain outside.


Still watching her companion, Z’arr moved to the fire–pit
she had constructed and used the miniature laser to set the tinder brightly
aflame within seconds.


“Good. I’ll warn you, given the differences between how our
peoples consume sustenance, my guess is you’ll find this to be quite unpleasant
to watch.”


Surveying the Human as she literally reached into the
slit flesh of the animal’s abdomen and methodically began pulling out organs,
the Vosaia could only agree as she quickly shifted her eyes, shuddering at the
sight and smell that assaulted her senses.


“Now might be a good time for you to gather some thin, flat
rocks or stones from outside, if you would.” Serros suggested helpfully, though
K’llan could hear the teasing note in her smooth alto.


“Um, yes, excellent suggestion, Captain; right to.” Despite
her fatigue and decided lack of desire to venture out into the rain again,
K’llan could hardly wait to escape the dressing of the carcass.


The rain water was warm on her skin as she moved once more
down the slope, searching for what she assumed would be suitable cooking
stones. It was strange, but even though these last days of striving through the
wilderness and being completely separated from their crewmates or the
conveniences of everyday life and quotidian technology had brought them closer,
the experience had also served to more starkly illuminate the differences
between the two women. As gifted and almost Vosaia–like as Avara was in regards
to intellectual achievement, empathic ability and emotional as well as cultural
sensitivity, she was still most certainly, Human.


With a sweet smile of remembrance, a hazy image of her
father rose into her mind. All bombastic emotion, generous smiles, and fueled
by very Human, impatient determination to move through life. Genetically, pairing
between Vosaia and other species that led to procreation resulted in children
who were primarily, hereditarily speaking, Vosaia.


Still, K’llan wondered, not for the first time, if a small portion
of the undeniable draw she felt towards Captain Serros was the echo of her own
father that she’d lost and the slight measure of her that was also Human.


Having deliberately taken her time so as to miss the finer
points of preparing supper, Z’arr returned thirty minutes or so later to find
the job mostly done and Avara carefully cleaning up. Without being asked, Z’arr
gingerly picked up the thick slabs of meat the Shield Operative had prepared
and placed them first on the flat river stones and then atop the ad–hoc rock
designed fire–grate, situated just above the flame. It did not take long for
the smells of sizzling meat to waft through the confines of the cave.


Almost immediately, Z’arr caught the sound of Serros’s
stomach as it rumbled in angry demand. With an embarrassed smile, Avara
shrugged and then picked up the remains of the carcass–skin that she had
deposited all of the entrails and waste into. “I’m going to clean up; shouldn’t
take long.”


At her nod, the Human exited the cave, pistol buckled at her
waist.


When she returned, K’llan could again see how very tired
Captain Serros truly was. Though she’d taken the time to fully clean herself
after the dressing of the animal, no amount of water could wash away the dark
circles that bruised her eyes, or how unusually drawn her complexion seemed.
Taking a heavily weighted seat before the snapping heat of the fire, Avara
placed her fingers so close to the flame that she risked burning.


K’llan could only quietly look on as Serros avidly stared as
the cooking meat, cinders playing in those dark–blue orbs like comets falling
through the night–sky. Finally, Avara simply snatched up mostly cooked meat, swiftly
devouring the cut yet still eating with a strange level of decorum for someone
who was literally starving. By the third consumed helping, a whisper–faint blush
of color could be seen returning to the Captain’s features, yet the pulsing
sense of deficit and craving was still undimmed.


Witnessing the Captain rapidly eat piece after piece of
sizzling, too–hot meat, the Vosaia was reminded yet again of her own hunger,
and found her eyes and soul riveted to Avara with an intensity that utterly
frightened her. Bruising her leg with her own hard–fingered grip to break the
spell that held her captive as she watched the person she cared for only too
deeply, K’llan forced herself to stand up and move, finding release in the warm–breeze
brushing through the cave’s entranceway.


Still positioned at her self–relegated post at the cavern’s
mouth, an hour or so later, K’llan heard Avara moving about. Turning her head, Z’arr
noted that the Captain was using the portable laser to efficiently desiccate
the remaining meat, dry it into a hard–textured yet more sustainable version
for travel.


Shifting her gaze back to the rain–blanketed vista before
her, she considered the fuller meaning behind the Captain’s meal. Serros had
consumed an entire third of the massive predator on her own and though she was
not at all practiced in the intake of such corporeal fare, K’llan knew the
amount was quite unusual. Basic need and Arca Enhancements demanding their due.


Sacrifice required for every gift, every breath one takes.


“K’llan.”


Knowing what Avara was about to say, K’llan found that she
could not turn around, could not walk forward into the welcoming haven.


“K’llan, stop running.”


Choking back a sound that she herself could not quite
identify as either laughter or lament, Z’arr did turn around then, and found
herself moving towards the Human who sat calmly in the gravel by the crack–snapping
fire–pit. At the Captain’s gesture, K’llan sat next to Serros, not touching yet
so close that she could feel Avara’s radiated heat across the sparsely
separating inches.


“Tell me what to do, K’llan.”


K’llan found the Human’s measured tone to be an almost
maddening counterpoint to the swirl of demanding emotion rippling through her
body. Fighting an urge to hold, possess, and release she’d never before encountered
or imagined, Z’arr once more tried to make Avara recognize the risk. “Captain,
be sure of what you are … offering. You are correct, I am starving, and
the danger is very real.”


Shaking her head, though whether in denial or comprehension
K’llan could not be precisely sure, Avara replied “K’llan, we’ve been over this
before. I understand your concern, but I also understand you. You will
ensure my safety.” Avara’s voice, radiating an imperturbable belief, was all
velvet, steel, silk, and home in one.


And it both broke and beckoned K’llan’s heart at once, ending
any pretense of omission. Running a hand through her long, loose sapphire hair,
K’llan finally murmured “Avara, do you remember when you asked why I said that…Feeding
was especially dangerous for you and I?”


“Of course.”


“Have you considered why?” The Vosaia asked, wondering how
much the clever Human woman had deduced on her own.


Breathing deeply, gaze uncomfortably direct, Serros answered,
“I assume it has something to do with the empathic connection you and I share.
The link that seems to be anything but normative for Vosaia, though my
experience in this matter is limited to you and you alone.”


“Yes, it has everything to do with our bond, and yes, it is
unusual. In fact,” K’llan began, refraining from reaching out for Serros, “within
Vosaia culture, it is a bond only shared by Life–Mates, not platonic
friends or relatives.”


“I… see.” Avara answered, brows knitting in concentration as
she considered K’llan’s words, still refusing to shift her eyes away from the
Vosaia despite the declaration. Z’arr was struck by the subtle meaning of that
act, and suspicion was confirmed a moment later as Avara continued. “I cannot say
that I’m entirely surprised, especially since your… regard, is not one sided.”


Both pleased and frustrated, K’llan exclaimed, “Then do you
see the additional danger?”


“Not exactly. You also told me that Feeding is not
necessarily romantic or sexual in nature.” At Avara’s hesitation, K’llan was
struck by the fleeting thought that Serros was concerned about offending in
some way with her next sentence, yet in the end, pushed forward anyway. “Also,
I have been… casually… sexually intimate with Vosaia before, and there was
certainly no Feeding involved.”


For just an instant, K’llan felt a ripple of almost primal
territorialism at Avara’s announcement, with the lack of a singular pronoun particularly
inflammatory. It was a response that was driven by pulsing hunger, yet with an
iron exertion of resolve, she faced and then dispersed the feeling. As Humans
measure age, Avara was in fact, comparatively older. Thus in some ways, including
apparently having had alien lovers, more experienced than K’llan, despite the
two–centuries of life the Vosaia held above the Captain.


And more, given not only Avara’s undeniable physical draw,
as she’d thought before when first catching sight of the Captain walking
towards her in the Sonata on Sigil, the beauty and potency of the woman’s soul
would surely draw the interest of any unattached Vosaia within her orbit.     


K’llan cut her chin in both acceptance and also negation of
the importance of Avara’s disclosure. Trying to find the right words to produce
understanding, Z’arr proclaimed “Avara, I am saying that because of our bond,
my control may very well be less than it would be with another person.”


“I would think you would actually have more self–possession
because I’m not just anyone. I don’t know, not just some random stranger?”


Striving to retain the steady calm that was her more customary
state, K’llan answered “Yes and no. Because you are not just ‘anyone,’ because
I do care, the desire to go deeper will be increased. And I am also not sure
what Feeding combined with our link will mean, even in the larger sense.”


“K’llan, isn’t all of this a little academic right now?”
Serros queried, gesturing at their surroundings to encompass the realities
behind their entire on–planet situation. “Let’s be honest; we’re talking about
your life here.”


Giving in to a little impatience of her own, Z’arr responded
“Well, do you really think it’s an academic question? Would Lieutenant
Commander Adeline agree?”


K’llan could see the flush of heat sweep across Avara’s
features, feel the emotional spiral through her nya. Even more, she
could clearly read that Serros understood in that moment how she’d known
about the romantic turn in Avara’s relationship with Diana Adeline.


K’llan found herself fighting the urge to squirm in her seat
at the exchange and the position she found herself being placed in. One that,
given the nature of her connection with Avara, she would never have had
to endure if Serros had been born Vosaia rather than Human.


“K’llan, that is… neither here nor there, and any questions regarding
feelings for one another are for another time, another place. We are not going
to be… sexually intimate.”


Looking at the woman before her, so filled with persuasive
if somewhat naïve surety, K’llan couldn’t help but think to herself, If only
it was that simple.


“K’llan?” The speaking of her name was question and demand
married to one.


Once more feeling the gnaw of insistent hunger crawl through
her body like scrambling mice trapped within a water–filled hole,  K’llan gave
the only real answer circumstance would allow. “Very well, Avara.”


Shifting her seated position closer, she took a final moment
to breathe. K’llan allowed a sliver of the tight control she’d been exerting
since planet–fall and in some ways, since their encounter in the Adrenix
factory almost half a year ago, slip away.


She felt a swift spike of excitement flash through her frame
and she studied Serros’s features, raven dark crown to elegant brow and long,
soot colored lashes framing sapphire pools, and finally, sweetly curved lips. 


Reaching forward, K’llan laced her slender fingers with
Avara’s, and finding refuge in the Shield’s responsive grip, she slowly leaned
over to the seated Human. As the distance between their faces collapsed, the
Vosaia caught a brief thrill of anxiety and nervous expectation, then felt
Avara deliberately lower Arca SP enhanced mental shields in invitation. Progressing
with a sense of infinite care, as if afraid to break the fragility of the space
between one breath and the next, K’llan gently brushed Avara’s lips with her
own, contact feather light.


Almost immediately, she felt a trickle of the Shield’s potent
soul energy, her nya, shiver to and through her mouth and could feel her
own body’s insistent reaction. Answering the call, K’llan’s tongue traveled the
same path as her lips had, then sought further, moving to and then with Avara’s
mouth as she fell deeply into the kiss.


The shot of unadulterated energy and euphoria cracked
through her body with more force than any bullet slicing through flesh. The
charge was lightning captured, dynamism made manifest.  Pure life surged from
Avara to K’llan, an explosion of primal force that wiped away restraint,
resistance, and barrier like a child’s paper toys caught and shredded by a
hurricane.


With a sense of unquenchable want, the Vosaia locked her questing
mouth to Avara’s, hunger both fed and magnified by the Human’s offering, by her
answering lips and tongue.


Soon there was no thought, no sense of time or space, no possibility
of sight or sound, no scent, touch, or taste outside of the person with her now,
joined in soul and flesh. With realization, something extraordinary occurred. Accompanied
by a sense of finality likened to a door smashed to splinter and dust, a flood–fall
of images, thoughts, sensations, and feelings coursed from Serros to Z’arr,
capturing mind and heart.


 


The glint of gold turned to blue,
the sticky spray of


wind, the taste of salt and an
expanse so endless as


to swallow time itself…


 


Folding into,


Green upon verdant green, the
sound of chattering,


red–crested birds and howling cattail–colored


primates…


 


Sound and light shifting and a,


Human man, ink–black hair and
merry gray–blue


eyes crouching over a floor–sized
palette, gently


holding a slight hand a fourth of
the size of his own.


He using clever fingers to guide
the tracing of


pattern, the swirl of cool pigment
blending with the


scent of linseed oil…


 


Then shock and childhood lost with,


The scudding sound of cannon ballista
firing into


hearth and home, smoke filled alleyways
and the


desperate cry of a girl made indistinguishable
from


the whimper of a cream–furred retriever
lying in a


pool of blood…


 


And shadow drinking shadow,


A young, dusk–covered face of a skinny,
teenaged


Marcus Perez sobbing over the
body of a rotund


woman with starry–night braids,
floral–patterned


dress a tattered flag...


 


To transformation symbolized by,


The smell of wood oil and upturned
earth, the grief


raked face of a tall woman with
burnished–red brown


hair and crystalline blue eyes
next to a younger


version with darker hair and a
sage hued gaze. The


crick–creak of coffins going to
rest signifying the


sound of an oath sworn …  


 


Then gentle sweetness and sorrow,


A brilliant, sun–filled green
park, nature captured in


a timeless clinch, and the scent
of sweet asylum


blossoms and a slight woman with
dark hair and


gilded eyes, whose kiss tasted of
lemon–drops and


goodbye…


 


Preceding the ringing clarion of
victory and release, 


The smell of ion and a magnified
vision of a gold and


gray dreadnaught firing the
totality of her port


batteries, resultant shockwaves
coupled with knifing


pain yet countered by a sense of
fierce exultation and


the deliberate acceptance of
coming death speeding


close…


 


Faith and belief confronted as in
sharp relief,


The interior of a starship’s
Strategy Room and an


array of Human brass headed by a
sun–silk crowned


woman sporting Admiral’s pips,
with unmoved eyes,


demand flickering across her
beautiful features and


the heady swell of finality,
trust and love betrayed… 


 


Followed by submersion in undeterrable,
cold rage,    


Moisture consuming dry heat, ramble–stone


buildings sprawled under a tri–solar
sky. The tic–tic


shuttered hum of a struggling power
generator


murmuring as a pearl–skinned individual
with blood


red eyes and burgundy markings,
cries out in denial,


screaming for clemency, and the
surge of wrath that


signified refusal…


 


A shift to renewal and the
reignition of conviction,


the sense of coming home
encapsulated within, 


The smell of recycled air coupled
with the sharp tang


of metal merging with petroleum,
and the slow reveal


of artificial light pooling over
the sleek panes of a


silver–steel and royal blue
kissed starship, set


against waiting stars…


 


On and on, the sense–ridden image–flow rushed forward,
demanding and devouring, granting and sustaining. Incredibly, K’llan knew that
she’d barely brushed the pool’s surface.


Soon, without deliberate decision, K’llan felt the current
shift, as she became the giver even as she was given to. The Vosaia’s nya intertwined
with the Human’s, the looping exchange of energy without end or barrier,
synchronous and complete.


Nothing K’llan Z’arr had ever experienced, nothing brushed
with the quill of imagination compared, or could even have hoped to capture this
reality.


Perhaps most astonishing, the ever increasing tempo of
exchange seemed ad infinitum, an endless escalation of spirit and physical
response. It was with that realized thought, that the first hint of danger
fractured the state of shared, vital bliss. A warning written in the subtle
undulation of flickering energy and heralded with the sound of physical
response.


Awareness brought by, yet outside of, K’llan’s fusion with
Avara slowly returned. With it, recognition that she was no longer sitting up
but instead was lying atop Avara’s body. Her hips were nested with Serros’s,
and the fingers of K’llan’s right hand were gripping smooth back skin with
bruising ardor, her other palm impressed into the body–heated dry gravel
underneath them. With a trickle of disquiet and embarrassment, K’llan become
conscious of the sticky signature of sexual release within the confines of her
borrowed Karukai trousers.


Though skin had not once touched flesh underneath their
apparently irrelevant garments, K’llan also knew through their actively
trilling link that the same was true for the Human she clasped so closely to.


Despite still humming desire, K’llan forced herself to
answer the subtle shift, the pull of withdrawal. With exquisite care, she
gently extricated her nya from the Human’s. And the everyday became
present once more.


Sight returned, K’llan looked into the shimmer–bright eyes
of the Human Shield Operative, watched the play of her curling lashes as lids
gently opened. More than anything, she wanted to blend her mouth with the other
woman’s once more, only a heart’s–breath away.


Yet she did not.


Though the immediacy of their connection had been granted a
reprieve, Z’arr could still feel their bond singing through vein, mind, and
soul, and now knew that nothing short of expiry could snuff this manifested truth.
For K’llan, there was perfect clarity, no mystery, no question to be asked or
answered.


Yet for the Human, and she had to consciously stop herself from
thinking of Avara in terms of my Human, there was lingering confusion, a
sense of traveling through and trying to sort out the unknown. Beneath all
else, K’llan sensed an uncertainty and unease born of remorse and vague guilt
that hurt Avara deeply. 


 “Avara… I am sorry.” K’llan finally uttered, voice low with
emotion, feeling her words to be woefully inadequate.  She gently pulled back
and sitting up, gave the woman the space she knew Avara needed.


Moving to sit a further pace away, lean arms wrapped around
her knees and nya flailing with an attempt to sort and quantify, to
regain equilibrium, Serros responded, “No need. It’s fine… I… you… are you okay?”


Smiling slightly inside at Avara’s sense of consideration
even when within her own confusion, K’llan answered softly, “Yes. My fear of not
being able to stop myself from… harming you in my current state of depredation
seems to be a non–issue.”


Neither spoke regarding Z’arr’s statement. She could feel
that they both knew her words were true, knew now that with the bond that they
shared, K’llan could no more drain the life from Avara than she could order
herself to stop breathing.


Just as we both know that my other concerns about our Feeding
have proven true.


The thought hung between them, a whisper unspoken as they
fell to silence and eventually, to sleep in their separate bedrolls, apart yet
not apart, listening to the still persistent pit–pat–pit–pat of rain
falling on grass and earth.


















CHAPTER 20


With a sense of quiet triumph, sunlight streamed through the
tapering mist of rain to puddle in the entryway of the cavern, a beacon calling
for the abandonment of sleep. Carrying a faint sense of reluctance despite
feeling more vital than she had in days, Avara shrugged off the last vestiges
of sleep as she escaped the cocoon of her bedroll to a sit–up position.


Without deliberate thought, she found her head turning towards
her traveling companion a few feet away, still curled up onto her side and
breathing with the steady rhythm of sleep. Head cradled on her arm, K’llan’s
hair was loose, locks pooled about her head like a long–trained crown made of
sky, pearlescent skin a muted shimmer in the low light of the cave.


The color of the Vosaia’s hair was echoed in the delicate
azure tracings that brushed along her hairline, starting from her ears then coursed
gentle whirls at the inception of high–arched cheekbones. The natural sigils were
then lost in the swirl of sapphire tresses to persist, Serros knew from the
past week of travel together, along her back.


With a sudden urge, Avara found herself wondering if the
marks continued their path and what K’llan’s fully bared back would look and
feel like, wanted to follow and map the course of cerulean patterns. Like a rifle–shot,
images and feelings from last night snapped through her mind. The cinematic
play threatened to drown out vision as they repeated like a Vid gone mad. Though
she couldn’t quite pin down its full significance, exactitude a fleeing quarry,
Avara knew with certainty that the very mutual experience of Feeding that had
taken place between her and K’llan had changed something. Perhaps everything.


With a jaw–aching grit of her teeth, Avara shook off the
train of images and quickly gained her feet, using the physical movement as a
means of escape.  


Retrieving her now dried outerwear by the fast fading fire,
the Shield dressed and quietly began gathering their belongings for the day’s
journey.


Minutes into the task, Avara knew before she spoke that
K’llan had awakened and was watching her as she worked. “Is it that time
already?”


Pushing strands of internal disquiet aside, Avara turned her
head towards K’llan as she disabled security nodes and turned off their portable
generator. “Yep, I’m afraid so.”


Slipping away from her bedroll and also donning her outer
garments, K’llan offered “We are making good time.”


 “True; we’ve already covered about a third of the
distance.”


Of course, that meant they still had at least another two
weeks of travel before reaching the Karukai outpost.


That thought, and its ramifications, hovered in the silence
between them as Serros met K’llan’s striking violet eyes.


“At least it has stopped raining.” K’llan said a moment later,
deliberately, Avara knew, shifting focus away from what two more weeks travel
meant in terms of acquiring necessary sustenance. Avara smiled in return at
K’llan’s consideration, and the two went about breaking camp in companionable
quiet, leaving the Captain time to stew in her thoughts and more fully collect
herself.


As K’llan had explained it, Feeding from another person
rather than consuming Vitani was much more nourishing and so could sustain a
Vosaia for a number of days that was closer to a week than not. Yet no matter
how the math was worked, even in the most ideal rescue or escape scenario,
K’llan would have to Feed from Avara again, and probably more than once before
their trek was complete. On one hand, last night proved that the fear of K’llan
unintentionally causing physical harm to Serros while Feeding was a non–issue.


On the other, there was most certainly danger on an
emotional and personal level. Despite having lived with an Arca Synergy
Enhancement for over six years now, Avara had never experienced something like
the exchange of emotion, thought and memory that had taken place between the
two.


Though anything but unpleasant, Avara felt disconcerted, out
of control in some way that was entirely unfamiliar to her. The bond that had
somehow sprung between them upon their initial encounters and then was further nourished
by their still growing friendship, had been expanded. Avara couldn’t escape the
feeling that there was now a still–open psychic door between herself and
K’llan. She suspected that the condition would not be short–lived.


And yet, even more than trying to reach balance in the face
of the unsettling mental reality of the aftermath of the Feeding, was that just
as K’llan had warned, the experience had been anything but platonic. Avara’s
penchant for brutal self–honesty disallowed even an attempt to deny that the exchange
had been anything less than passionate, sexual, and decidedly romantic in
nature. All of which brought her back to the other source of unease and
uncertainty.


Diana.


Avara consciously stifled the nagging sense of irresolution
as she finished the last of her morning camp chores and shrugged on her pack. Looking
around the cavern one more time, Serros was torn between the opposing desires
to both stay and leave this place far, far behind. Quelling internal debate,
she asked Z’arr, “Shall we then?” 


“Yes.”


The air held the sweet smell of earth and flora recently
bathed in water, life renewed and refreshed, much as the two Nova Squad
members. They moved easily at a ground–eating lope, the miles falling away like
poppy–seeds bobbing in the wind. By the time night had fallen and they’d made
camp, the two women had managed to travel farther than standard, a total of
ninety miles in a single day.


It was not difficult to understand why they had made such
progress. Having eaten well for the first time since landing on Dantis, Avara
felt like a new person, and she could tell the same was true for her Vosaia
companion. K’llan exuded a sense of vigor and vitality that burned so brightly,
it almost seemed chemically induced, and Avara knew without asking that
vivacity had been wrought by Feeding. Given Avara’s own level of recuperation,
her guess was that at least to a degree, the exchange of life–energy had been
reciprocal.


Their rapid pace of travel was a trend that continued much
of the next several days, the miles flying away. Five days after having left
the cavern, the landscape gradually changed, becoming noticeably drier, with savanna
fading into patches of scrub over rust colored sand and rock–swept flatlands.


The stream they’d been following had disappeared to a
slight, half–stagnant trickle and the heat beat down upon them with the persistence
of a smith working a forge. Before long, thorn–tipped low bushes and varietals
of purple or yellow–shot cacti became a normal feature in their travels, as did
a significant increase in the type and number of reptile life. Evenings offered
a new challenge in discouraging both reptilian and arthropodal visitors, the
latter of which uncomfortably resembled rust colored, four–clawed and dual–tailed
Terran scorpions.


In response, they went out of their way not to make camp by
the fading stream and switched to religiously sleeping in their sealed tent
every night.


As they traveled, the duo regularly supplemented Avara’s
supply of dried jakhri with smaller game kills, mostly rabbit and the wild pig–like
creatures that seemed to be a favorite food of the local grass–cats. As
confirmed by CPA scans, a small, green–leafed bush and some of the cacti also
turned out to edible, if not particularly appealing and somewhat difficult to
prepare. The steady, mostly meat based diet provided the baseline of sustenance
that Avara needed, but she knew her body was feeling the lack of dietary variation.


Due to an incredibly active professional and personal life that
included a rigorous, daily exercise regime, Avara had always been sleekly
muscled. Yet now, the gradual loosening of her belt and the way her travel–worn
Karukai jacket and trousers snapped and whipped around, drew attention to a
frame that was noticeably becoming too spare. More, with the lack of water,
Avara felt like grime and grit had permanently taken up residence in her pores
and she found her mind constantly conjuring up fantasies that fluctuated
between spending a week in cool bath water and consuming the cargo of platters
heaped with every food she’d ever even remotely appreciated. The only part of
her that felt relatively clean was her mouth, a fact based in the hydro–fluid that,
thankfully, also provided sun–protection from the planet’s roasting solar rays.


Serros knew K’llan felt much the same way and if anything,
the red–tinged dust and sand granules were even more noticeable against the
Vosaia’s porcelain hued skin, making her look a bit like a weirdly slender, cinnamon–smudged
marshmallow topped with blue frosting that some overly creative and unattended
kid had gleefully whipped up.


The image made Avara laugh aloud as the two picked their way
past a particularly rock and ramble strewn part of their path during the early
hours of their thirteenth day of travel. 


The sound caused K’llan to turn around, lips upturned in a
smile of wry acknowledgement. “Reveling in the glamour of the moment, are you?”


 “You know it.” Avara barely even paused as once more,
K’llan had effortlessly and without any discernable form of focus, been able to
exactly read her emotions and translate them to actualized thought. Avara
could feel the gentle trill of K’llan’s own feelings at the exchange:
amusement, affection, and a sense of good–natured, self–deprecating humor at
the situation and their ragged appearance.


Again, amazement warred with the growing awareness of
expectation at the existence of the cognitive and emotional link that existed
between the two. It was becoming almost natural for Avara to hear the low song
of the Vosaia’s presence, to feel the connection between their nyas.


Avara wasn’t sure if the experience of isolation from all
others and being in constant orbit of one another over the last weeks had
heightened what the Feeding had opened between them, or if it would have been
true regardless. Given that the connection had existed previous to the Ardent’s
explosion, she suspected that the answer was a little of both.


“It will be an interesting experiment to see if we even
recognize one another when we make it off Dantis and are finally clean.”


The Vosaia’s words were sprinkled with silvery laughter that
did much to lift Serros’s spirits. More, a picture of a water–soaked and well bathed
K’llan sprang immediately to mind, an image that stirred her body before Avara
had even realized the thought had formed. Closing her mind like a vise pinning
joint to plank, Avara shifted her gaze from K’llan’s brilliant, lilac hued eyes
that both saw and knew too much. “Not much chance of that.”


Serros easily caught the upsurge of emotion from K’llan;
comprehension and a flow of desire, before she too consciously retreated from
the link between them, allowing Avara privacy.


Attempting levity to dissipate the hovering awkwardness at
the exchange, Avara remarked, “I’ll tell you one thing for sure; it’s gonna be
Hell to get me out of the shower. I might just take up permanent residence.”


Laughing in return, K’llan responded, “Not surprising, water–child
like you. Sometimes I wonder that you could even leave your sea–world for the
stars.”


Avara felt a rush of gratitude that once more, K’llan did
not press for a discussion regarding the Feeding or what lay between them. She
knew without having to ask or be told that Z’arr was intentionally giving her
as much space as their situation allowed for. That K’llan was granting her the
time she needed to shift through the roil of confused emotion that she struggled
to tame, even as they spent mile after mile to reach Outpost J2.


Surreptitiously contemplating the Vosaia as they walked,
just as clearly, Avara also understood that the topic would have to be broached
soon, at least to a degree. Serros had noticed over the last couple of days
that K’llan’s strength and endurance were fading, and she knew, despite the
Vosaia’s attempts to keep the fact submerged, her hunger was increasing. K’llan
was once again beginning to starve. That Avara would insist she Feed once more
was not even a question. The thought of letting anything happen to K’llan was
akin to the notion of deliberately taking a knife and slicing herself from gut
to sternum.


No, the question could be encapsulated in a single name that
tumbled over and over in her mind and heart.


Diana.


Avara unquestionably cared deeply for Diana, had loved her
as a friend and extended family for years, and since becoming lovers, their
relationship had certainly been blossoming to something much more. At another
time, Avara was confident there would have been no question at all as to
whether or not she would be fully committed to Diana and Diana alone. The issue
was, when she considered her relationship with Diana and the very real
possibility of building a life with her, Avara knew in her heart that “at
another time” really meant before meeting K’llan Z’arr.


Avara finally admitted to herself that she was afraid;
afraid of K’llan Feeding once more, and not because she was scared of
the emotive and spiritual sharing the act would result in. No, she feared that
the link between them would be even further magnified, and with it, the very
present and persistent attraction.


Serros had most certainly not forgotten the expression of
mutual arousal that had occurred the last time, and the taste and touch of
their passionate exchange sprang to the fore of her thoughts with alarming ease.
The reality was, that Avara also knew it would be only too easy during Feeding
to take the exchange a step further.


And what kind of an asshole would that make me?


Despite the lack of formal commitment between herself and
Diana, she knew that if she did let go, if she was sexually intimate with
K’llan before she’d sorted out her murky feelings and spoken to Diana, she’d be
the kind of asshole that wouldn’t be able to look at her own reflection in the
mirror at the start of each day.


Feeling the renewal of some semblance of solid ground, Captain
Serros shook her head slightly and came fully back to the present. “Only with
frequent dunkings. Why do you think I insisted upon the onboard pool on Excalibur?
Speaking of which, did you note the scent of water when we awoke?”


“Yes; heavy, yet not like water in the air.”


“Yeah, that was my thought too. I think there may be a water
source relatively nearby, along our current trajectory.”


“Looks like you may get a bath after all, Captain.” Z’arr
teased, face and eyes alight with a humor that bespoke the beauty of the
woman’s soul as much as her physical self.


“It’s important to have dreams, Lieutenant.” Avara responded
with a half–smile, sincerely enjoying the connection she shared with the Vosaia,
despite the more complicated undertones.


“Why don’t we quicken the pace a bit then?”


“My thought exactly.” Serros responded, and they picked up
their fast walk to a determined jog.


It was clear that their Arca SPs’ had not led intuition or
senses astray when, after five or so more hours of travel, the two heard the
ringing rush of water over rock. With deliberate care they made their way
through a particularly thick patch of thorny bramble and tumble–stones until they
found themselves at the edge of a steep plateau and sight matched sound and
scent.


Before them was one of the most spectacular nature–wrought
sights Avara had ever observed. Spanning a length as long as the eye could see
and with a width of well over five miles, was a massive water–cut ravine. Enormous
walls of exposed strata shot down at least two miles below them and proudly
framed brilliant, turquoise waters that tumbled towards the east.


Low cataracts were visible along the waterway’s track. Here
and there, green defiantly speared rust and lighter mauve colored rock and loose
earth along the river’s edge. Heat shimmered off stone like some sort of divine
blessing, and the buzzing of nearby insects blended with the insistent murmur
of the waters below them.  


Drinking in the magnificent panorama before them, without
even thinking about the action, Avara reached and found K’llan’s hand. The
Vosaia’s fingers tightened within her own as the two stood together without
speaking. 


“Looks like you are indeed going to get your bath and swim.”
K’llan finally remarked several minutes later, interrupting the spell of beauty
that the vista had laid over them both.


“Seems so.”  Looking beyond the loveliness of the view,
Avara added a moment later, “The canyon is also going to slow us. It’s got to
be two miles down, then we have to cross and make our way up again on the other
side.”


“It will not be easy.” K’llan affirmed. “Alternatives?”


“Mm. No matter what, we’re going to have to cross at some
point to reach the outpost. Why don’t we head up a mile or so and see if we can
find a more agreeable place to make our crossing? Shouldn’t put us too off–course.”


“Very well.”


As it had seemed so natural to do so, it was really only then
that Avara realized she was still holding K’llan’s hand. Almost reluctantly,
Serros released her grip, then nodded towards the more open edge of the
canyon’s cliff–side that they were standing upon. “Might as well begin.”


A little more than a mile and a half later, the two found a
promising, if narrow, switch–back trail that plunged down the canyon’s side. Probably
a once active and now dead tributary that was initially formed by the same
ancient, proterozoic, strata–uplift that had fashioned the main canyon gorge
itself. As they had spied a four toed, padded imprint in the pebbly soil, the
trail was clearly used by some form of animal life.


After a brief discussion, Serros and Z’arr began the decent
down the path, carefully choosing their steps and foot placement in the
dangerously loose sediment. The going was both slow and quite strenuous, and
despite their best efforts, more than once they found themselves skating downhill
in a barely controlled slip–slide of rock and sand.


By late afternoon they took a pause for rest in a small
gully and, scanning their progress and remaining distance, Avara noted that
they had made it about half–way down the cliff–side. The sound of the waterway
below them was no longer a gentle murmur but a muted roar, and the smell of
water washed away most other scents except for sun–baking rock.


The generous swallow of hydro–fluid Avara consumed was a particularly
welcome respite from exertion and the pounding heat. Sweat streamed down the
back of her neck and tracked maddeningly into her eyes. It was a constantly
returning nuisance that was only slightly more irritating than the dust and
grime that chaffed at her skin at all clothing contact–points.


Feeling a prickle of unease, Avara returned her canteen to
her harness attachment a moment after K’llan. They were more than a little
exposed on the steep and ridiculously narrow path upon which they moved, and
the reality made her uncomfortable.


Noting the position of the triplet of suns, Avara turned to
K’llan and declared, “We need to reach the bottom before the day is out.”


“Agreed. Spending the night huddled on a rock the size of a toboggan
does not seem the wisest course.” Z’arr responded, her opinion regarding the
lack of appeal at the idea clearly reverberating in her voice.


“Let’s con…” Avara’s words were lost as the zip–ping
of bullet fire spliced through the canyon with a deafening crack that bounded
throughout the natural chasm’s walls. The first shot was followed by another
even as the duo dropped down into their gully.


K’llan’s cry of pain tore at Avara’s heart like shrapnel
from a grenade blast. Casting a frantic gaze at her companion, Avara could see
a bloom of blood spill along her neck like paint down a white–washed wall. Pistol
already drawn and held at the ready, Avara grabbed K’llan’s shoulder and
literally hauled her closer with a single heave, pulling Z’arr in–between her
body and the scant rock–cover they possessed. Two more shots cried through the
air and sparks flared briefly to life from durexium bullets striking surrounding
stone.


Drawing her own pistol, K’llan rasped through gritted teeth,
“I am fine Avara, just grazed.”


Captain Serros felt a soul–infusing rush of relief even as she
scanned for their attackers. Based on the pattern of fire, she was certain the use
of the plural was correct. The heat of the day making thermal vision less than effective,
Avara accessed her both her SP and TXL to enhance her visual range to an extent
and acuity equal to the most advanced binoculars on the market today.


Yet again, a third chorus of shots echoed, the bullets
missing where her foot had been just a split–second before.


There!


Three Karukai were positioned behind a stony outcropping
across the gorge, about a mile away and half again above Serros and Z’arr.
Zooming in with a thought, Avara caught a glimpse of a rifle barrel and the
determined, crimson–eyed gaze of a woman with a dark–scarf wrapped around a
bare head. Right before she pulled the trigger.


Scarf–woman’s shot missed again as Avara hastily ducked once
more behind their shelter. “Three across the gorge, one o’ clock and twenty–six
hundred feet above; Karukai.”


“Based on the array of shots, there must be more of them.”
K’llan whispered, fingering her trigger in anticipation. Her neck was still
bleeding freely, but as she had said, it did appear to be mostly a
superficially wound.


“Agreed. Let’s even the odds a bit.” With the comment,
Serros deftly snatched one of the K–Grenades affixed to her bandoleer and made
to thumb the activation button.


Knowing what she wanted without having to be told, K’llan
offered a grim smile of approval and then quickly moved to the side of their
shelter and fired off several rounds.


Predictably, the Karukai reacted by ducking lower, giving
Avara the time she needed to call upon her DSA and pour every last iota of
strength she had into a single arm–throw reminiscent of a pitcher tossing a
fast–ball.


With the speed of a launcher, the grenade soared through the
air to unerringly strike into the outcropping the three hid behind. The resultant
explosion of the strike rocketed through the canyon with the deafening boom of
a starship battery and almost instantly, a cascade of super–heated rock burst
into the air and then spilled down the cliff face as if smote from the earth by
a giant out of myth made real.


Thanks to her SP, Avara clearly heard the screams of the
three Karukai as rock and kobalt tore into their bodies and launched them
tumbling down the cliff–side to smack into water–kissed sediment and rapids
below.


“I don’t see any others, but there were.” Avara announced a
few minutes later after a series of careful scans across, below, and to both
sides of the canyon. “Too bad we don’t have any hand–drones.” Their supply had
been melted along with half their arms and their armor in the TS Ardent’s
explosion.


“True. I do not see any targets either. Meaning, we are in
somewhat of a situation.” A frown tugged at the corners of K’llan’s naturally
blue–blushed lips.


“Yep. Whether we pick our way up or down, we’ll be nothing
short of fish in a barrel for them to just nick off at will.” Serros remarked,
withdrawing the Salu–Salve spray from her first aid kit. 


“We could wait for nightfall.” Z’arr suggested as the Shield
used her fingertips to gently turn K’llan’s head for a better angle and then
apply the spray to the neck–wound. The coagulant immediately stopped the
bleeding and Avara could feel the Vosaia’s relief as the numbing agent of the medicine
kicked in.


Heads close and her fingers tingling at the contact, Avara
found herself locked in place by glittering, violet eyes. She fought the sudden
urge to cancel the spare space that separated them and close her mouth upon
K’llan’s.


Adding to the weight of the moment, Avara could empathically
read the same sentiment vibrating forth from the other woman, coupled with a sense
of loaded yet surprisingly patient invitation.


Damn! What the Hell is wrong with me? I never lose
focus like this, smack in the middle of a dangerous mission scenario.


“Um, I don’t think… I don’t think our chances would be
significantly improved by waiting for nightfall, especially if any are Arcas. Or
even just have binocs.” Serros finally managed to say.


“Yes, quite true. Where does that leave us then?” K’llan
responded, and Avara could feel a flash of self–directed irritation bounce
across their link.


She feels it as well.


Shifting her focus fully to the task at hand, Avara felt a
rakish grin pull at her mouth. “Well, I’m thinking we use our Arca DSA’s to
increase our speed, agility, and ability to handle a jump.”


“But, Avara, the distance to the bottom will still be too
great, even for you as an Arca Savant.” Serros could hear real apprehension in
Z’arr’s voice as her mind tackled the scenario.


“Not if we both activate K–Shields.” 


K’llan half laughed and half snorted in response. “You are
not jesting, are you? No, of course not. I wonder if all Humans are as insane,
or if it really is just you.”


“Depends who you ask, I suppose.”


“Mm. More creative expression, then? There’s not even glass
involved.” Z’arr’s tone was one of fond exasperation.


“I don’t like to limit myself.”


“I’m sure. Well, as I cannot think of a better alternative,
your particular brand of ‘creative expression’ seems to be rubbing off on me.”


“Excellent! My plan is coming together nicely then.” Serros
quipped as she secured the med kit and checked the rest of her gear. “Even
though we will have only a minute or so protected by our K–Shields, with a few
well timed jumps, we should be able to make the water and then speed ourselves
far enough away to safely manage the climb up.”


Also inspecting her equipment to ensure that she wouldn’t
lose any on the way down, Z’arr warned, “The timing will be quite tricky.”


“But doable; main thing is we can’t lose one another.”


“Agreed.”


“Ready?” Avara asked a moment later.


“Yes.”


“Okay. One more peek, then we’ll go.”


Another five minute review of their surroundings across the
visual spectrum revealed nothing. Yet still, the itch Avara felt along her
goose–pimpled skin suggested otherwise.


With a final nod, the two activated first their SP’s and
then K–Shields, the latter causing their bodies to be sheathed in dark cerulean
energy a split second before they both stood and as one, gracefully leaped
downward.


The expanse of stone, sediment, and blue–green waters that
crept closer was almost nauseating, yet enhanced speed meant enhanced intake of
sensory data as well, allowing Serros’s mind to track surroundings even during such
rapid movement.


The moment her feet touched her first landing point, Avara
felt the sensation of resisted entry as a spattering of bullet fire streaked
into the glowing shell of her kobalt shielding, only to bounce off like a ball
from a racket. The shots seemed to be coming north–west of her position, but it
was hard to pin given her own activity and the intense concentration required
to continue her trek safely.


Next to her, she could see out of the corner of her eye that
the same had been true for K’llan. Half–running and half–sliding down the hill
for another thirty paces or so, Captain Serros leaped a second time, again
dropping downward another one–hundred or so feet. This time her landing was a
lot less graceful than the first, boots catching as they gouged into too loose
and dry sediment.


The slip caused her to roll down some two stories distance
before once more righting herself. Only the K–Shield kept her from suffering potentially
fatal harm at the tumble, the same being true as yet more shots slammed against
and rebounded off her shielding. Momentum still pushing her forward, Avara was
able to barely execute a skidding half–stop like a skier down a snow–covered
slope to make sure Lieutenant Z’arr was still with her.


There!


With K’llan’s royal blue hair whipping wildly in the wind
and streaming like a pennant against the darker blue hue of her K–Shield, she
moved elegantly from leap to purchase like a squirrel flying from branch to branch
through a winter–pine.


Again Avara pushed herself forward, starting from a sliding
run to another series of leaps and landings. Finally, just as K’llan’s K–Shield
began to flicker, energy almost spent with use, the two made the bottom.
Without thought, Avara raced to K’llan, and grabbed her forearm with her left
hand. With significant effort, Serros drew on her greater Arca reserves to
extend her K–Shield to Z’arr just as the Vosaia’s winked out. The two of them
now had less than a minute before her own ability to hold the K–Shield was
extinguished.


Having to maintain physical contact with K’llan for the
entire duration to keep both of them skin–covered and mobile instead of
protected behind a static dome, Avara quickly scanned the direction from which
the volleys had continued to rain down. Snatching her pistol from her mag–harness
with blindingly enhanced speed, Avara ripped off a series of shots.


The Quorum Shield Operative felt a vicious surge of
satisfaction as two of her bullets splattered the crimson–smudged, white skull of
one Karukai with a slashing scar across her cheek. Three more projectiles tore
into the shoulder of who must be, by her dull gray skin, a clone. The other two
Karukai she’d spied quickly retreated behind their cover even as Avara slapped
her pistol back to her thigh. With Serros still holding fast to K’llan, the two
blurred forward down the side–path of the crashing river waters.
















CHAPTER 21


“Well, that was fun, wasn’t it?” Avara asked, spacing her
now empty pistol clip and snapping in another from a CD at her waist. She could
still feel the exhilaration of the exchange singing along her body. The two had
sped about ten miles downriver in a like number of minutes, leaving the Karukai
far behind.


“Oh by She Who Watches!” K’llan responded, laughing. “You are
a bad influence.”


“Ha! Is that why you’re feeling so elated?” And she was;
Serros could sense it.


“Not entirely fair, Avara.” K’llan remarked with a somewhat
coy smile, knowing what Serros was doing.


“Hey, goes both ways my friend.” Avara responded, deliberately
cocking her brow in an “I dare you to say otherwise” expression.


“Do we not have somewhere to be?”


“Yes, actually, we do.” Serros responded. “We need to swim
across, make the climb and then reach the remaining Karukai before they have a
chance to get away.”


“Well, they can only get so far since they are obviously not
Arcas, and on foot as well, as we did not hear any engines or thrusters in the
canyon. The sound certainly would have carried.”


“That’s my take as well.” Arcas would have utilized their microtech
to have made a better showing against the two women that just gave them the
slip. “And if they’re on foot, my guess is that they are escapees from the Ardent
matching the two missing pods.” Serros added.


“Yes, a point also supporting our no Arca theory; that is,
at least no DP, DSA, PV, KB, or KS Enhancements.” K’llan observed thoughtfully,
listing the more combat–based Arca augmentations in existence, her training
kicking in. “Plus, we have caught up to them despite the significant lead they
would have had on us.”


“Yep. And we don’t want them reaching the outpost and
warning their friends, so,” she said, feeling playful, “time for our swim.”


Avara could feel the tingle of unease as K’llan turned her
profile towards the surging waters of the river, a dubious expression
flickering across her face, but all she said was “Lead on, then.”


Avara wordless nudged an emotive sense of assurance towards
the Vosaia before turning and making their way to the river’s edge. They quickly
used their CPAs to scan the area for any potentially hostile aquatic life, a precaution
she doubled by also using the X–Ray mode of her TXL.


Then, finding nothing present that seemed to be a threat,
continued forward and over to a narrow bend in the river-way that was far
upstream from any rapids. They removed and tightly stowed their jackets then took
out their rope dispenser, retrieving a ten foot span. Each tied one end
securely about her waist, making the distance between the two squadmates about six
feet.


The water was almost chill, but in an extremely pleasurable
way in the face of the intense heat that they’d been enduring for the last
several days. With the water reaching her waist, Serros could already feel the
grime, dirt, and dust spilling away into the fluid. Giving into temptation just
for a moment, Avara slipped into the water and submerged her whole body, head
included.


After letting the water sweep through and around her for a
full minute, Avara finally broke surface and stood up, feeling the huge grin
stretching across her face. Laughing out loud, Serros proclaimed “Heaven! It
would only be better if we could shuck off our clothes and have a proper bath.”


“I cannot say I would protest too much at the diversion,
Avara.” Z’arr remarked, laughter gilding her voice and her glance both amused
and mischievous at the same time.


“Ah, yes, well, perhaps another time.” Avara responded, and
actually felt a rather uncommon blush heating her face at the implied double
entendre.


“Well, let us proceed. You may be part fish, but I most
certainly am not.” She said with a pleased sort of smile lighting her face.


The two continued forward and deeper into the river and soon
the water became chest high, and the rounded stones that moved under Serros’s
bootsoles threatened to disappear altogether. The current was quite strong.
Noting that their destination was just under two–miles away, after tossing an ‘are
you ready’ look at her partner, Avara triggered her PV to kick up both her
strength and endurance and the two switched from walking to swimming.


A naturally more practiced swimmer plus a PV, Avara stuck
close to K’llan in case the Vosaia had any difficulty as the two slipped into a
steady freestyle stroke. Despite the extra weight from their gear and non–swim–friendly
clothing, overall Avara found the experience to be a nice intermission from the
last two weeks spent hiking and running.


They only ran into trouble once when an unexpected current
caught them for a dozen or so strokes before they were able to make their way
through the surge.


The crewmates made the other side of the waterway just as
the triple suns began their journey into the west and approaching dusk made its
presence known.


“That wasn’t so bad, was it?” Serros asked, scanning the
area before beginning to remove her wet gear and clothing to dry on the still
heated rocks and fading sunlight. As always, she kept her weapons magged and
close. 


Shaking out her long hair and following Serros’s example,
K’llan replied, “No, not bad at all, if we discount that whole stretch with the
current where you were essentially acting as my own personal tugboat.”


“Eh, you did very well.” Avara returned, moving her hand in
a dismissive gesture as she finished stripping down to her tank and briefs.
“We’ll make a fish out of you yet.”


“I wonder… is that a threat or a promise?” K’llan asked with
a weary smile as she sat down on a rock and uncapped her hydro–fluid to take a
swig.


Grabbing her own canteen and one of four sealed bags of
dried jakhri meat, Avara took a seat next to her and removed a strip of jerky.
“Depends on how you choose to look at it, I suppose.” Avara answered with a
slight smile, gently knocking Z’arr’s bare shoulder with her own. She bit into
her jerky with hunger–spawned zeal as her eyes tracked up and down the river.


“I will have to get back to you.”


“You do that.” Serros rejoined. Taking another bite of meat
to quell her complaining body, she asked in a more serious tone “How do you
feel about a nighttime climb and a little hide and seek with our fellow
survivors?”


“Mm. It must be done, and so we shall.” K’llan answered, her
determination clear even though Avara could both hear and feel how tired she
was.


In support, Avara wrapped her left arm around K’llan’s
shoulders. K’llan’s skin was both cool and warm to the touch, body heat working
through the already drying river water that still clung to them both. Though
she most certainly felt the electric zing that had become almost expected to
flare at physical contact, Avara also felt and tried to convey the very real
reassurance and warmth in being in one another’s presence. The sense of comfort
was complete when K’llan gently rested her head on Avara’s collarbone a moment
later, her crown tucked under Serros’s chin, hair smelling of river water, sun,
and the sweet scent that reminded her of anlya flowers. It was a scent that
Avara identified as belonging to K’llan alone.


Hearing her partner’s relaxed breathing that was only a step
removed from sleep, Avara Serros watched the turquoise waters lapping at the
rocky shore before them. Thousands of miles away from any friendly form of life
and having been caught in a primal struggle for basic survival for days, Avara
found herself thinking that in this place of rugged beauty, here and now, was a
perfect moment.


Twenty minutes later, having finished her food and noting
that their clothes were entirely dry, Avara murmured, “Time to leave, K’llan.”


“Mm. I suppose I am as ready as I can be.” She answered,
reluctantly removing her head and shifting away to slowly stand and reclaim her
gear.


It was hard for Avara not to feel the Vosaia’s physical
absence even as she followed suit and retrieved her own clothing and equipment.
Noting again how weary K’llan appeared and the pinched energy she carried
herself with, Avara remarked “After the deed is done, we will find a good place
for a relatively prolonged bit of rest, and we’ll both really eat.”


Serros pretended not to see K’llan’s chin snap up, or mouth
begin to open in protest and then close at Avara’s announcement. It was an act that
spoke volumes as to how hungry she must really be.


“Let’s get a move on. I know it’s not your thing, but I personally
can’t wait to have some fire roasted game rather than dried jakhri jerky.”
Avara also deliberately gave no sign of sensing the quickly snuffed spike of
hunger and desire that shot from Z’arr at her oblique reference to Feeding.
Wasting no time, Serros walked over to another narrow cleft in the canyon. It
was a crevasse, really, tracking up the canyon face. Since there was no slender
rocky trail to use to make their way up the canyon cliff as there had been on
the other side, traditional rock climbing was there only real option.


In silence, the two quickly unpacked the climbing gear their
survival kits contained; harnesses, grapplers, and boot–slips that were
designed to surface–lock onto any natural or constructed material with a series
of applied pressure signals. They slipped the gear into place and attached the
lead rope to one another. Serros took point due to the advantages provided by
her Arca PV enhanced strength and TXL augmented vision.


After each fired their cylindrical grapplers, the spear points
drilling into stone way above ground, Serros rapidly began the climb, thumbing
the cord retraction switch and using her feet to balance and maintain distance
from the surface. Avara could hear K’llan following closely behind as she
concentrated on good placement and stability.


She had to admit that there was an eerie beauty to the
experience, moonlight spilling down upon them and bejeweling the waters below,
air turning crisp and cool with the absence of the trinary suns.


Despite the significant aid provided by the grappler, it was
hard climbing and even with two rest stops, before long Avara noted that her
entire body was sheeted in perspiration. Having finally crested the gorge and taking
just a few minutes to recover, the two then continued their journey turned to a
hunt. They ran at an Arca eating pace until they had just about reached the
first position their attackers had been.


After scouting the area, they stealthily moved forward and
found the two remaining bodies that hadn’t tumbled into the waters below when
Serros shot them. One was indeed a Grey and the other a Karukai. They had been
totally stripped of their equipment, including clothing, and left to rot where
they’d fallen.


After careful inspection, K’llan spied a shallow boot print,
heading in the same direction as Outpost J2. “I would say that there are at
least three, maybe more.”


Kneeling down next to K’llan, Avara spotted the broken thorn
of a thistle–bush and another quarter print. “I think you’re right; might be as
many as half a dozen.”


The companions then continued their journey, making their
way parallel to another, smaller river that fed into the main canyon’s
waterway, about a quarter of a mile to the west. The hour had reached somewhere
near midnight before they found a trace of the quarry again. Or more precisely,
their targets found them in the form of an ambush.


Catching the barest flicker of movement, Avara half shoved
K’llan to the left as she rolled to the right, pistol drawn mid–motion. Her
first shot chipped into the rock of the boulder–fall that the Karukai Grey who’d
just fired at them hid behind.


The second two hit another Karukai’s left gun–hand then neck.
Even as Avara’s target was tumbling to the rocky ground, K’llan’s bullets
spliced into the Karukai’s companion, another Grey. Despite the speed and skill
of the Human Quorum Shield and former Vosaia STF Agent, Avara felt like molten
lava had been sadistically dribbled onto her flesh as luck ran out, and no less
than three rounds ripped into her hip, abdomen, and shoulder with deadly
accuracy.


As an immediate reaction, she called on a K–Shield for the
second time today, this time in the form of a guardian dome. With a half–scream
of pain, Avara dropped to one knee, still holding the shield and pistol both as
she frantically searched for their adversaries. Finally, she spotted them. Four
Karukai lying in wait behind her and across from their clone comrades that
they’d just so deliberately used as expendable fodder to distract K’llan and
Avara long enough to successfully take down at least one of them.


Serros could feel her life’s blood racing down from her
stomach to her knee, soaking through fabric and dripping into the thirsty sand
below.


Fucking bastards.


They were completely protected from bullet fire behind their
natural barricade, and it would be near to impossible for her to move fast
enough to drop her shield and throw a grenade or get behind them with her
injury before being taken out by their rifles.


Suddenly, a trio of shots rang out from behind and to her
left, splattering the face of another Karukai sneaking up behind her.


“Avara, now!” K’llan’s cry chased her bullets and,
seeing the moment of startlement causing the other Karukai to shuffle behind
their cover, Serros knew immediately what K’llan was urging her to do. Moving
her arms with a heavy, slamming motion, Avara magnified and pushed out the kobalt
energy she’d been gathering. She dropped her shield entirely a split second
before hurling the K–Blast at their adversaries.


With a scream reminiscent of metal slats scraped against one
another by the violence of a storm, the Karukai cried out as they and the
entire rock grouping they’d been hiding behind were torn from the earth and
hurled some thirty feet through the air to land and tumble in a sickening
series of thuds.


“Avara!” K’llan was at her side in a split second, holding
onto her as she dropped to the ground. Issuing a quick survey with her CPA, the
Vosaia announced, “You have three bullets lodged within your flesh: one in your
hip, another in your shoulder, and a third in your lower abdomen. We have to
remove them immediately before you bleed out.” K’llan was already ripping open
the med–kit she carried.


“No, wait,” Avara started, her voice horse. She could hear
the bubbling sound of fluid in her throat, and didn’t need to be told what it
was. “Just… give me a shot of Adrenix and a spray of coagulant. We… have to
make sure… they’re all dead.”


“These are all potentially fatal wounds!” K’llan vehemently
declared, ignoring Serros as she began to get to work. “I do not give a damn
about…”


Grabbing K’llan’s wrist, Serros barely managed to spit out
“We must be sure… to be safe.”


Avara could see the conflict in K’llan’s radiant purple
eyes, could feel the intense fear she felt for Serros’s safety.


“Please… trust me, K’llan.”


 Avara could feel the flare of defiant anger, but
nevertheless, K’llan quickly removed a syringe and shot a pea–sized dose of Adrenix
into Avara’s arm, followed by first sterile–wiping then spraying the wounds.
The relief was immediate and so sweet that tears gathered in the corners of
Avara’s eyes. With a ragged breath, Avara muttered, “Help me up.”


Z’arr did not protest this time, but the firm grasp she had
about Serros’s waist radiated both protection and a certain sense of
possessiveness.


“Let’s go.”


The thirty foot trek was anything but easy, each step a low
burn of agony despite the numbing agent in her meds, and she leaned heavily on K’llan
for support. Though it felt like forever, Serros knew that they had reached the
location in a relatively short period of time. Sure enough, the final three
Karukai lay bloody and broken on the ground, two entirely crushed under the rocks
that had sailed with them. The third lay a short distance away, covered in
earth and pebbles, one leg bent at an entirely unnatural angle and her right
arm a crushed pulp of flesh, bone, and sinew. She was wheezing loudly.


Summoning a last reserve of strength fueled more by stubborn
determination than Arca enhanced power or constitution, Avara released her hold
on K’llan and slowly moved forward, studying the Karukai as she did. She was of
medium height and had a strong build. Her eyes were a bright, cinnamon tone,
and her paper–white skin was thoroughly smudged with dirt and grime that blended
with her natural red markings. She was also dressed as a Senior Karukai Officer
in travel worn, red–accented black.


Carefully kneeling down next to the wounded Karukai, Avara asked
in a low voice “Are you the last from the pods?”


Coughing, the Karukai shifted defiant, muted red eyes to
Avara. “Why should I tell you, lassar?”


Avara fought down a surge of anger at the term. In the
Karukai dialect, the word roughly meant both ‘lesser being’ and ‘desirable
sustenance source’ at the same time. It was a deliberate insult. “You are
dying. Think about your options.”


The Karukai laughed, bloody froth staining her lips. “Why
don’t you think about your options, Human? You use that med–kit I know you are
carrying, and I will be gracious enough to take you as my Concubine. I can
tell,” she said with a sneering half–smile as her eyes roved Serros’s face and
more, attempted to catch glimpses of her very soul, “that you would be… very sweet.”


The Karukai’s hunger was a living thing, her desire to Feed
driven by a sense of personal right, cultural imperative, and the injuries that
were draining the very life from her. 


Avara could sense the rush of white hot rage that suffused
K’llan’s entire being at the Karukai’s mocking invitation, and the muzzle of the
Vosaia’s pistol appeared directly before the Karukai’s head as if conjured by
magic.


Feeling her flesh and soul crawl from the exchange, Avara
shook her head at Z’arr, a silent command to hold off. “Are you the last?” An
image of all the dead aboard the TS Ardent swam to the forefront of
Avara’s vision as she waited for an answer that did not come.


When only continued silence and that same sneering smile
greeted her repeated question, Avara calmly placed her right knee on the
woman’s chest and removed her knife hilt. With her left hand, Serros activated
the micro–assembler, durexium blade flash–forged before her eyes. Serros then
took the pommel of the hilt and quite deliberately, started crushing the fleshy
mass of the Karukai’s ruined right arm, slowly creating more and more force.


Even when the woman began screaming, left arm futilely
flailing at Avara’s right shoulder, Avara continued to inexorably increase the
pressure. Soon the Karukai Officer began sobbing in pain and crying out for
Serros to stop, her whole body heaving to escape the Captain’s body–weight and
her suffering.


Minutes slipped by before Captain Serros finally released
the pressure, and then with her face and eyes set into a cold mask, she softly asked
again, “Are there any more Karukai from the life–pods?”


“No, no, no, please, no….” The pale woman cried,
tears trailing down her face and snot slipping from her nose. “We were the
last… we lost two to the jakhri, and the others you slew.”


“Are we likely to run into patrols from Outpost J2?”


After the barest hesitation, the Karukai answered “No.”


“Tell me about Outpost J2.”


“I… I cannot. I gave a soldier’s oath. I cannot.” The
Karukai responded, bald head sheened in sweat that dripped down her face to
mingle with tears, mucus, and blood. “Please… I swore.”


“If my companion and I were taken by you and your soldiers,
what would you do?” Avara asked in a dangerously reasonable voice. Something
about her tone convinced the Karukai to answer, and answer truthfully.


“We would… imprison you, and though you would be
interrogated, you would not be permanently damaged. You would be enslaved… made
an Officer’s prize. You, and your Vosaia, would be very valued as such.”


“To be Fed on?” Avara asked, her tone as chill and measured as
ice.


Coughing again, the dying Karukai nodded weakly, looking
from Avara, to K’llan, then back to the Human. “Like I said, you both are great
prizes. You would have the honor of being made Concubines rather than labor or a
basic Feeding source. In time, if you took the Oath, you would be released and
granted full Karukai citizenship status.”


Serros nodded once in affirmation of the expected answer,
even as she felt K’llan’s soul shriek with a combination of anger and loathing.
“What is your name, Karukai?”


“Sub–Lieutenant Icha Hyre.” The Karukai responded, a small
sliver of weary hope fluttering in her eyes.


Avara nodded again, then stood without taking her gaze from
the Karukai woman’s. Pressure entirely released, the Karukai whimpered, sucking
air into demanding lungs.


“For your honesty, Sub–Lieutenant Icha Hyre, I respect your
soldier’s oath, and I will show you the honor we would wish for if in your
place.”


With a single, fluid movement, Avara drew and fired her
pistol, the shot cracking through the night and striking dead center in Icha
Hyre’s forehead to carve a quarter–sized hole though skin, bone, and brain,
killing the woman instantly.


















CHAPTER 22


After Sub–Lieutenant Hyre slumped lifelessly to the ground,
Avara turned to K’llan and hoarsely proclaimed “We need to strip them of any
useful gear.” 


With a single sympathetic squeeze of Avara’s arm, K’llan replied,
“Yes. I will do it. You rest.”


With help, Avara shuffled a few paces away and leaned
against one of the upturned rocks she had sent flying through the air, focusing
all her effort on breathing and keeping the pain in check. Unable to use
Synergy to heal before the bullets were removed, every moment was a never
ending agony.


She waited as patiently as she could as K’llan made quick
work of the task. Z’arr returned to Avara with three pistols, two rifles, a
bunch of CDs, two med kits, another bedroll, a second portable generator, and
four canteens in tow. Two were filled to the brim with consolidated hydro–fluid,
the others empty. K’llan peered closely at Avara, then asserted “We should stay.”


Shaking her head, Avara replied, “We need to leave here
before the jakhri come; the scent of blood will draw them.”


Somewhat reluctantly, K’llan nodded then reached out to
steady Serros as the two of them began their trek, keeping the stream to their
left.  The going was painfully slow, each step a journey in excruciation. They
stopped only once, to administer another dose of Adrenix, then continued on.
Despite the chill evening air, Avara’s skin glistened with perspiration and she
could feel her short locks sticking to her forehead. Every breath was a ragged
song. Finally, after having traveled about three miles away from the dead
Karukai and quarter of a mile from the rivulet, with a half stumble, Avara
called a halt. She was simply unable to move any further.


With the Captain resting against a low lying boulder in a
half–sit up position atop the new bedroll, K’llan set about placing their
security nodes in record time, then used Arca speed to travel to the stream and
back for two water–filled canteens. Serros didn’t need to ask to know she had
inserted purification tabs into the procured river water.


Despite her exquisite gentleness, Avara still gasped in pain
as the Vosaia carefully removed the Shield’s Karukai jacket and Ministry
standard issue tank top, leaving Avara bare–chested. She also slid Serros’s
trousers below her left hip to her pelvic bone to reveal the final injury. The
air caused Avara’s skin to prickle with cold and she involuntarily shifted,
then cried out in pain with the movement. She could feel the spill of warm
fluid as her abdomen and hip wounds were fully reopened and began to once more weep
blood.


With her face set into an almost marble–like mask of cool
professionalism, despite the thrill of worry Serros sensed bubble forth, K’llan
fell into her training and carefully reexamined the wounds with both her naked
eye and CPA. She then took out a med–wipe and swabbed each injured portion of
flesh. After, she shot Avara with a third dose of Adrenix that made the
Captain’s heart pound with muted adrenaline and pain–inhibiting, half–lucid
euphoria. Z’arr then prepared surgical tweezers and a medical derma–laser.
Using her CPA to exactly paint the proper point, K’llan positioned the slender,
retractable tweezers and sought out the hip bullet. Even with Adrenix coursing
through her system, Avara could feel the questing prongs, like a worm
attempting to bore into her flesh. Though water filled her eyes and coursed
down her cheeks, the Captain stymied the impulse to move so as not to distract K’llan
from her delicate work.


After a few minutes, Serros could feel a flare of triumph
from her companion as she withdrew the first durexium slug, glistening both red
and silver in the generator’s dim light. K’llan sprayed the anti–bacterial and
numbing coagulant agent again. Finally, she used the derma–laser to carefully
fuse the open gash. After, Z’arr first turned to Avara’s abdomen and second, to
her shoulder wound, more or less repeating the process.


At the completion of her work, a sigh of exhaustion and
anxiety escaped K’llan as she cleaned off her blood stained hands with the
river water, then lifted a canteen to Avara’s lips. “Drink deeply.”


It was hard to force herself to swallow the hydro–fluid, the
motion especially hurting her abdominal muscles given the nature of that injury,
but Serros knew it was important due to the amount of blood loss she’d
sustained. After, K’llan used first river water and a cloth to bath Serros’s
sweaty head, face, and then clean off her blood stained torso, all of which she
followed up by a second thorough swiping of a fresh med–wipe, and then the
application of adhesive bandages to cover each wound. Finally, after K’llan assisted
Avara in donning a clean undershirt, its vermillion hue indicating that it was
a spare from one of the dead Karukai, Z’arr helped Serros over to a fresh set
of bedrolls.


Lying on her back, eyelids heavy with weariness, Avara half–whispered
“I’m too tapped to try and heal with Synergy right now. Think I’ve officially
overtaxed myself.”


K’llan nodded, shifting to lie on her side in the bedroll
directly to Avara’s right, eyes alight with warmth. “Quite the understatement,
Avara.”


Serros knew that given her rather specialized Arca research
and knowledge, of all people, K’llan understood what she was saying. Those
without Arca Microtech Enhancements assumed that the biologically based
nanotechnology was an easily accessible quick–fix for any and every given
situation or challenge.


It was an entirely false supposition. Yes, Arca granted
abilities were incredibly useful and constituted a significant advantage. However,
each type and expression had definitive limitations and demanded an enormous
amount of physical vitality and energy that even the most powerful Arcas, V
through X, Avara included, could neither ignore nor circumvent. No, at this
point, Avara’s best bet was to let sleep and the accelerated healing rate
granted by her PV to quietly take course.


“It is all right, Avara, sleep now.” K’llan pronounced, voice
soothing as she moved close enough to share her body heat with Serros’s shivering
form. With one gentle, pale hand, she stroked dark curls away from Avara’s
relaxing lids.


“Thank you, K’llan, for your care.” Avara said, looking into
Z’arr’s violet orbs in an attempt to convey her sincerity.


“Any time, Avara.” The Vosaia responded with a sweet smile,
then briefly brushed her lips against Serros’s brow. “Go to sleep.”


The last thing Avara was conscious of before welcome
somnolence claimed her, was the sense of K’llan carefully tucking up closer to
keep her warm.


 * * * * * 


When Avara next awoke, it was to the smell of roasting meat
that strongly reminded her of holiday barbecues during her Academy days. The
most raucous had been Concordia celebrations back on Pax, with heaps of food, lots
of base–driven music, dance, and the acting out of somewhat idiotic thrill–based
stunts. All had been coupled with the consumption of copious amounts of
alcohol.


Opening her eyes, the Captain saw that the source of the
smell was a small example of the local pig–like creatures, speared in twain and
tightly secured to a spit. It was hovering over an enthusiastically burning
fire, the pig’s outer flesh already turning a light, golden–brown, indicating
that the process would be complete in another hour or two.


“Good morning, Captain.” K’llan’s voice came from the right
and when she turned her head, she spotted the Vosaia busy at work. She was shredding
some of the green–leafed plants they’d discovered were edible. “How are you
feeling?”


“Human again, thank you, and very hungry.”


Laughing a bit, K’llan briefly waved her arm and replied,
“Well, hopefully we can do something about that.”


“Wow, look at you.” Serros remarked, issuing a low whistle
of amazement and admiration at the Vosaia cooking solid food.


With a shyly pleased sort of grin, Z’arr responded, “Well, with
my DSA, hunting was fairly simplistic. As far as the cooking, I have observed
you enough the past days to give it a go, at least with the animal that seemed
to be the easiest to prepare.”


“I’m impressed.” Serros reasserted as she slowly attempted
to move into a sitting position. Despite a lance of pain, she was able to make
it, if just. Though more than stiff and feeling like every square inch of her
body had been systematically beaten and bruised, with  a review of her wounds,
it seemed they were all closed and healing. Her PV and sleep had done their
work well. It also did not escape her notice that her bandages had been changed
and, she had no doubt, wounds had been re–treated and another dose of Adrenix
administered. Serros also spotted her clothing next to most of K’llan’s, both
sets clearly cleaned in the stream and now hanging to dry on some nearby
bushes.


“Thank you.” Avara commented, pushing the feeling behind
those two words towards her companion. K’llan’s mouth tugged into an
acknowledging smile.


Serros then carefully drank a swallow of hydro–fluid and,
stomach rumbling like a general ordering troops to muster, took two strips of
jerky and slowly began to consume them as she watched Z’arr work. Finally,
feeling the call of nature and the driving need to be clean, Avara pushed
herself to her feet.


“I think not by yourself, Captain Serros.” K’llan declared
as Avara wobbled and hobbled after slipping her feet into boots and clipping
her pistol to her waist.


“I’ll be fine.” Serros protested.


“I will escort you to the stream after you’ve handled your
latrine needs.” Z’arr responded, her tone determinedly stubborn.


Remembering a bit of wisdom her father had imparted years
ago after an adolescent fight between she and her brother Bedwyr, specifically,
about it being better to choose one’s battles, Avara nodded in acquiescence
then went out of sight to heed the call of nature. Upon her return, she grabbed
a small square of soap from one of the kits and K’llan walked with her to the
nearby stream, a steadying hand cupping her elbow.


Exhausted as she was by the short trip, when she looked at
the shallow rivulet, the thought of being clean was truly gladdening. Z’arr set
about positioning their newly acquired second portable generator and security
nodes then announced “All right, you should be fine. I will leave you your
privacy and return to roasting the animal. I will come back for you in an hour,
yes?”


“Yes.”


“Okay then, have fun water–child.” She remarked with a
parting smile.


It was beyond delightful to be able to have nothing between
her and fresh–running water for the first time in weeks. Having completely
removed her clothing, the only items she carried with her into the stream other
than soap, was her pistol and harness–rig.


Though incredibly stiff, Avara blissfully spent thirty
minutes scrubbing and rescrubbing every inch her body, taking care around the
three puckered marks and super tender areas of her bullet wounds. The hot suns
overhead were a stark counterpoint to the cool waters, and Avara was once again
thankful for the protective dermotic agent in their now resupplied hydro–fluid.
That fluid was the only reason the two of them sported only deeper tans (well, Avara,
anyway) rather than burn–blistered skin from too much sun exposure.


Though she was too sore to swim, Avara spent the rest of her
time just languidly enjoying the play of water as she listed to the sounds of
life surrounding the low and slow moving stream.


Avara had just finished pulling on her new red undershirt
and trousers when K’llan reappeared and then escorted Serros back to camp. The
pig seemed well on its way and additionally, a flat rock of slow cooking greens
was over the fire, clearly ready to be eaten. With Serros situated and already
making for the cooked vegetables, K’llan headed back to the stream to bathe
herself.


When she returned an hour later, the flesh of the pig had
begun to crisp and pucker, signaling its readiness to be eaten, and Serros was cutting
off slices of the well–tendered meat. Spearing a piece with her knife and
taking a bite as she sat back against the same rock close to the low–burning
fire, Avara could feel juices dribbling down her chin as she chewed.


“Mm. Not up to Mess Chief Tanner’s standards, of course, but
as far as I’m concerned, it beats the finest taberna or restaurant in the
entire Aligned Systems.” Serros remarked with feeling. “Well done, K’llan.”


Laughing, Z’arr responded, “I am pleased you like it, Avara.”
Serros could feel the truth of the Vosaia’s words, her joy at seeing Avara recovering
and content. “I consider that to be quite the compliment, given how everyone
aboard Excalibur says that Tanner is the finest Chef in the Fleet.”


“Ha! He is. Took some serious pressure and a hefty salary,
but I was able to wrangle him into joining our merry band of galactic do–gooders;
rank and position have to have some perks, eh?”


“So it seems. I will say, you seem to have a real talent in
convincing the best in every field to join Nova Squad and Excalibur.”


“Present company included.” Avara observed, casting an
exaggerated wink in K’llan’s direction as she finished her first thick slab of
bacon and started on the next.


“I am serious.” K’llan said, the question implicit in her
compliment.


Considering for a moment, Serros responded more seriously,
“Yes, well, that is true, I suppose. Belief in and dedication to the mission is
as important to me as skill–set. In some ways, maybe even more so.” 


“Which is the reason why you formed Nova Squad.”


“Yes.”


“Tell me about it.”


When Avara hesitated, unsure if she wanted to dredge up the
painful memories surrounding her decision, K’llan added, “It has to do with the
stern faced, golden–haired Admiral, yes?” Her words were both a statement and a
question in one.


Of course. The Feeding. Though they still had not discussed
what occurred between them, Avara knew the exchange of memory had been real, not
just a contained product of being in an altered state of consciousness.


Seeing again in her mind the vision of the stunningly
beautiful and strong woman who had, for both good and ill, shaped so much of
who Avara was today, Serros slowly nodded. “Yes.” Taking another bite of meat,
Avara considered where to start. She could feel that this was a topic K’llan
had wanted to ask about for a long time, even before the Feeding. That in some
way, Avara’s willingness to share the drivers for this crucial turning point in
her life was important to her friend.


More, she could empathically sense that K’llan somehow knew
this memory was specifically connected with what occurred last night, with Avara’s
execution of the Karukai officer. 


“VS Operative and Admiral Jehara Vai of the Ministry Navy.”
Serros identified name to face. “I have known her for many years. We first met
when I was assigned to the MS Niobe right out of the Academy. She was Captain
of the ship and I was a shiny grad of twenty–years. Later, after the Battle of
Arden Secundus against the Karukai, I had received both a Commendation and a
recommendation to join the Human Vigil Star Program. So, Captain Vai was made
my lead VS Trainer, meaning that we worked even more closely together.”


Shifting in her seat and continuing to eat, Avara remembered
the early days of her naval career. Constant dedication, boundless energy, the relentless
push to succeed and prove herself, and an unwavering faith in the Navy and in
the Ministry.


And then it all changed.


The thought echoed before she could stop its formation. Not
entirely true, but close enough for it to still hurt.


“And you were lovers?” K’llan asked, voice full of gentle
sympathy.


Startled, Avara half–coughed out, “No, no; not then, later.”
Taking a sip of clear, purified river water than in some ways felt more
naturally refreshing than hydro–fluid, Serros continued by saying “Captain Vai
and I served together for ten years, until I was granted my first ship, the MS
Sollus. She was one of the most important mentors of my life, and over time,
had become a good friend. But our relationship was, for the most part, strictly
professional. She is only too adept at keeping business and personal
attachment separate.” Avara could hear the bitterness in her own voice, and
fought to control it.


Serros speared into another helping of bacon like she could
stab memory and thus, vanquish painful recollection. “After the VanDorn Strike
of 3409 and the death of Nai Fen, Admiral Vai and I came into one another’s
orbit again, when I was thirty–three. Our roles had changed quite a bit by that
point, for not only was I a Captain in my own right, but I’d already been made
a Quorum Shield after the Cipher Action and Operation Blackout, some four years
earlier.”


“So you met as equals.” Z’arr supplied, following the
Captain’s logic.


“Exactly. As you know, for all practical purposes, being a
Quorum Shield Operative sort of trumps other designations, meaning it was
defiantly an equalizer between my rank as Captain and hers as a Ministry Admiral.”


Continuing to eat, Avara shrugged as she said forthrightly
“And I fell in love with her.”


Looking into K’llan’s sparkling violet eyes, Avara expected
to feel some ripple of… unease, perhaps jealously? Such a response would
certainly be normal for a Human. But with K’llan, there was only a sense of compassion
and acceptance. An understanding that what Avara was sharing with her, past
experiences, including former loves that had contributed to her life before
their meeting, was an integral part of her person. And thus, in some way, to be
cherished. In the totality of Avara’s previous experiences, it was an utterly
unique response.


Taking two more swallows of water and continuing to eat,
though more slowly than before, Avara picked up where she’d left off. “We were
together for five years and overall, they were good years, if a bit strained by
our respective responsibilities. Yet unlike with Fen, we made that work. After
all, we both knew what we were signing up for, shared the same career, same
sense of purpose. Then in 3414, the Cindrex Affair took place. Do you know of
it?”


Intelligent eyes attentive, K’llan replied thoughtfully “The
Cindrex Gang, a viscous and highly effective free–lance group of Karukai slave
raiders that had been terrorizing the outer systems. They were eventually captured
by… you, yes?”


“Yes.”


“But, if I recall…. Some sort of bargain resulted in their
release. It was very hushed, so despite my position in the Vosaia STF, I was never
privy to the full details. Only that the Cindrex Gang was soon back to its old
activities until they were again stopped, this time permanently.”


“You have the most salient points, yes.” Avara affirmed, a
grim smile playing about her mouth, though her eyes and heart felt like stone
trapped in glaciated ice.


“That memory I experienced… You were the one who stopped
them.” K’llan asserted into the silence that had fallen between them.


In her mind, a vision of herself arose, hunting Karukai
after Karukai down, through space station to jungle planet, to desert. And
executing each for crimes against Humanity and all Sentients. Much as she had
killed, murdered really, if she’s fully honest with herself, Sub–Lieutenant
Icha Hyre, yesterday eve.


And she regretted it not at all, only the circumstance that
created the need.


Avara could feel by the emotional spill dripping from K’llan
she was exactly aware of what Serros was feeling, and that she could see
it in her mind as well.


“It was Admiral Jehara Vai who ordered that the five senior–most
members and leaders of the Cindrex Gang be released, in exchange for some intelligence
deemed vital to Ministry Naval Security.”


Looking directly at K’llan, feeling the old pain, the
betrayal, rip into her once more… it was as if it was happening in the present,
here and now, on the scourged surface of Dantis. Voice rising, Avara explained
“I argued vehemently against the action. I warned Jehara what would happen, that
the raiders would return to their old habits, that innocents would be hurt,
would die.”


With unfalling tears she’d thought long shed, Avara choked
out, “I even begged, begged her on our love! I said that if she loved
me, she wouldn’t do this; would not release them.” Feeling the old blackening
sense of helplessness and rage, Avara half–whispered “She said she knew that,
knew they would return to their old pursuits, but that sacrifices had to be
made for the greater good, and that I was to leave it… not track them, not stop
them, but leave it. On that day, she betrayed every ideal I thought we shared.”


Trembling with remembrance and the feeling of unadulterated,
pure regard that K’llan Z’arr was silently, but steadily sending her way like a
sturdy little life–boat in a rocking sea, Avara continued in a bleak tone
“Well, I may have left Jehara at our exchange, but I could not leave the
Cindrex Gang. Especially when I began receiving reports of more missing people.
Colonists mostly, but spacers as well. Hundreds of people… taken, brutalized,
raped, enslaved, and murdered, of all ages, all species. The worst was the hit
on Saint Martine Station. Elders deemed of no use but who dared to resist were stripped
and tortured, and then placed in life–pods filled with Kahd’he who’s larvae ate
them alive from the inside. A message writ in cruelty to those who refused to
surrender in the future.”


Feeling like her vision was going dark, Avara pronounced in brutally
cold voice “On Quorum Shield authority, I hunted down each and every single Karukai
raider and executed her.” Feeling the dark satisfaction of the justice she’d
wrought, Avara again relived those days, her efforts to stop the slavers from
ever harming another again. And in doing so, attempt to create personal
atonement for going along with a decision that she’d known to be
wrong.


“After, I took a leave of absence from the Human Ministry
Navy and for close to two years, only worked Shield Ops. At the same time, I sought
employment gratis as a free–lance mercenary. I chose the jobs I wanted, efforts
that I deemed a benefit to those who were ignored or marginalized but needed
the help. Finally, I went to my old friend and mentor, Delegate Jamie
Sweetwater, with the concept for Nova Squad. As a Quorum Delegate rather than a
Ministry Representative, he signed off immediately and had Excalibur
commissioned. And here we are today.”


Her eyes closed and with the three suns rising to their high
position in the hot afternoon heat, quiet fell between them for a time. Avara
fought to release the old burden and pain that, though faced and fashioned into
productive output, still hurt to this day. Until now, the only people other
than Admiral Vai who intimately knew the full events surrounding what was
deemed the “Cindrex Affair,” were Marcus, Gaius, Diana, and of course, Jamie.
And now K’llan.


In a whisper, Avara felt the Vosaia’s approach, could hear
the crunch of boots in gravel and sensed Z’arr as she knelt down before her and
then placed cool fingers on either side of her neck. “I am sorry, Avara, for
the betrayal by one you trusted. You deserved better. But never doubt,
those victimized by the Karukai did get better. They got you, to
fight for them when others would not. And the same is true for so many people
in the Quorum Systems today.”


Letting K’llan’s words wash over her like a balm, Avara
opened her lids only to fall into the extraordinary violet depths of the
Vosaia’s eyes, the unmitigated and undeniable warmth that Z’arr felt for her.
“You are the most beautiful person I have ever encountered, Avara Ceridwen
Serros.” Without any sense of expectation, K’llan gathered Avara close in a
tight, full–hearted embrace, letting her sincerity and belief sing towards the Captain,
providing shelter for Serros’s turbulent thoughts and emotions.


Avara returned the tight hold gratefully, thinking to
herself that the same could easily be said about K’llan. Though she let the
feeling flow, not wanting to rock the peace of the moment, she chose not to vocalize
thought. Instead, Avara pulled gently away but gifted K’llan with a full smile.
“Thank you, K’llan.


“As I said before, anytime.” Her voice was playful, yet held
sincere promise all the same. A moment later, she added, “You should finish
eating, perform your Synergy meditation, then rest.”


Easily assessing her continued weariness, Avara could only
agree. “Yes, true, and then enough caretaking of me. You need to Feed.”


The peace of their easy state was slightly pierced by the
needle of unease and need that vibrated within and off of K’llan, but instead
of refuting Serros’s words, she simply nodded. Replaying the events of the last
twenty–four hour cycle, Avara finished her meal and then slipped into her
healing trance, working to cure not only body from injury, but also mind and
heart.


 * * * * * 


By late afternoon of the same day, Serros had completed her Arca
Synergy enabled, curative reverie and eaten a second time. Afterward, she
desiccated the remaining pig meat into jerky with the portable laser much as
she’d done with the jakhri well over a week ago. Though still aching, the day
of rest, healing, and an abundant quantity of food made her feel more refreshed
than she’d been since the cave they had sheltered in during the storm.


Especially given Avara’s still in–process recovery, the two
Nova Squad members decided that they would be best served by resting for the
remainder of the day and continuing their travels with an early start next
morning. As they would be staying, they set up the tent to ward off heat as
well as insectoid and reptilian life, making for the slightly cooler canvass
confines after Avara’s food preparation had been completed.


As the two settled down in the tent, Avara felt a quiver of
anticipation and necessity from K’llan, and Serros was again aware that the
Vosaia knew exactly what she was going to say well before saying it. “K’llan,
you need to Feed.”


Z’arr nodded in response but, sitting to Avara’s right on
her sleeping pallet, made no move forward, sapphire locks half–covering her
face. Normally so confident and easy in movement or repose, K’llan sat with a
stiff stillness that was utterly unlike her.


Dampening her own thrill of excitement and trepidation,
Avara breathed in deeply and focused on her concern and care for K’llan, let it
roll off her and over Z’arr much as K’llan had done for Serros earlier. Moving
to sit closer, Avara softly lifted K’llan’s chin, brushed azure strands away
from violet eyes, and offering a faint smile, captured K’llan’s mouth with her
own.


In a moment of perfect stillness the pose was held, then
Avara could feel K’llan respond. It started as a gentle trickle, the sensation
of each woman’s life–energy lightly dripping in time with the pounding of
heartbeats like an old fashioned water–clock. Then the cadence increased.


Avara felt the fabric of their nyas intertwine and
lock as the flow was amplified, even as the physical connection between them
shifted from staid gentleness to a passionate exploration of lips and tongues.
Avara could feel the escalation of K’llan’s desire like a living, breathing
entity.


At the same time, just as when K’llan had first Fed from
her, Avara could also feel the undeniable reality of her own echoing
response. Her heart was thudding and blood circulating with almost painful
acuity, every fiber singing with a wild, demanding hunger and want that was all
her own; all for the Vosaia. For the woman that she was somehow vaguely aware
that she was now fiercely embracing. Their kiss became more fervent and the
Human could feel an answering response in gut and groin, a physical testimony
to the truth of mutual craving laid bare.  


And then, also as before, the Captain was cognizant of the
rippling surge of her memories and thoughts pouring into K’llan’s consciousness,
the very flavor and tenor of mind and heart seeping from one to the other. After
a space of time that felt like less than a moment and longer than eternity,
Avara experienced another shift between them. Avara became the recipient,
rather than the donator, not only of a measure of K’llan’s life–energy, but
also the essence of who she was.


Serros was submerged in it all. K’llan’s strength and kindheartedness,
her sure intellect and natural inquisitiveness, the determination she held to
create positive outcomes for others that initiated her joining the STF; the
Vosaia’s love of adventure and discovery.


Serros also felt K’llan’s sense of excitement and
fulfillment in her still new role as a member of Nova Squad. Yet at the same
time, the very real pain she dealt with every day due to forced separation from
her people, her home, and her family, was equally tangible. Avara was made fully
aware of and experienced K’llan’s sense of loneliness and isolation.


Emotions were coupled with images… moments of import and
poignancy that shaped who K’llan was; places and people shutter–snapping in a
dizzying array within Avara’s mind, often so quickly that the Human could only
snatch the barest hint of meaning.


Above all else, for the first time Avara fully grasped exactly
what the Vosaia felt for her, and the extraordinary depth of those feelings
synchronously startled and warmed her. K’llan intensely, distinctly, and
passionately loved Avara. And yet the word, as powerful as its meaning was, in so
many critical expressions, went far beyond the Human equivalent to the term. It
was a reality intermixed with the connection that had been forged between them.


More, in understanding the truth of that differential of meaning,
Avara also fully experienced and realized the strain K’llan was enduring with
gentle patience. The perseverance the Vosaia had tendered and suffered through
as she waited with a hope that she knew may never be actualized. A weight
K’llan bore as she watched for the Human to comprehend and respond to what
culturally, would have been a given with another Vosaia.|


Finally, Avara also understood that K’llan, bestowed with a
lifespan of a millennium or more, would continue to wait, would continue to
give Avara all the time and space she needed to understand and reach a decision
until the day Serros drew her last breath.


It was with this final thought, this incipient understanding
that waves of shocked emotion went tumbling through her entire frame that
Serros came back to the present. Like a dunking in ice–water in the high–heat
of day, Avara became aware that the physical expression of their attraction had
escalated.


That somehow their clothes were partially–off and that their
bodies had been avidly exploring just as soul and mind. With a groan of want and
consummation denied, Avara pulled herself away, physically retreating in a
single swift movement by sitting as far as the walls of their tent would allow.


“Oh my God.” The words slipped out of her mouth before she’d
even realized she’d uttered them. Her whole body was trembling and oxygen
seemed a scarce commodity as she rapidly snatched shallow gulps.


“Avara, I…” Letting the hand fall that had half risen
towards Serros, whatever K’llan wanted to say was left unspoken as her words
trailed off, and uncertainty battled desire in her glittering, amethyst eyes. She
quietly began straightening her disheveled and undone clothing.


Still in a sitting position, with her elbow resting on an
uncurled knee, Avara said nothing, just watched K’llan as the Vosaia finished
righting herself and then finally turned her eyes back to Avara’s. All the
while the Shield struggled to find some measure of internal equilibrium.


 Finally, her alto unusually rough with tightly checked
emotion, Avara asked “What is it K’llan? Our link… what is it called?”


“Nyeria.” Z’arr’s response came quickly enough and
her voice was composed, but Serros could read K’llan’s attempts to mute her own
turbulent feelings.


 “My understanding is that the Vosaia term for a… Life–Mate,
is Iyan, yes?”


“Correct.”


“Then,” Serros began, hesitant if she should ask, or even how
to formulate the question that was driving mind and mouth forward. “What is the
difference?”


 Shaking her head slightly, naturally pale face even more wan
in the suffused sunlight bathing the tent walls, K’llan spoke slowly, as if each
word was a fragile treasure. “In one sense, there is no difference, and the two
terms hold the same meaning. In another, there is all the difference in the
world.”


When it seemed that the Lieutenant was going to say no more,
Serros announced “I do not understand, K’llan.”


Instead of directly answering the question, K’llan almost
forcefully caught Avara’s gaze. “Are you sure you want to know, here and now?
Are you ready?” Her tone was caution and challenge both.


“I think I need to know.” Captain Serros answered seriously,
not shirking the slightest from the intensity of those violet eyes.


“And what about Diana Adeline?” The question was spoken
without malice or jealousy, just simple awareness and smothered discomfort.


“As I said before, my relationship with Diana is separate
from… what is occurring between us, and I intend to keep it that way until I
understand.”


"Mm.”


At the Vosaia’s lack of cosignature to Avara’s declaration,
Serros added, “Please, K’llan.”


“Perhaps.” Z’arr replied thoughtfully, and though Avara
could still sense worry clouding K’llan’s nya, a moment later it was
clear she’d reached a decision, the constant tension of the situation and
Avara’s plea tipping the scales.


“Nyeria means ‘soul–bond’ and ‘soul–bonded.’ Our link
is Nyeria; we are Nyeria, and to be Nyeria is to be
Iyan.”


In some ways, Avara felt like she was held fast in
restraints and watching as a tide of bullets were unerringly slicing through
the air towards her, that she was unable to remove herself from danger yet
fully aware of its approach and expected impact. “But we’ve known each other
for only a short period of time and … we’ve not been romantically intimate.” 


“Yes, and it is, as far as I know, almost unheard of that
our connection formed so very quickly and without specifically being sexual.”
Avara could hear the unspoken ‘yet’ hovering between them as loudly as
the blaring cry of a trumpet. Given the fact of arousal that had almost been effectuated
twice now, Avara hardly felt like she could legitimately contradict the
unvoiced suggestion. 


 “Nevertheless, it did.” K’llan continued, acknowledging the
Human’s confusion. Now that the long avoided discussion had been initiated, she
plunged forward, driving towards clarity. “It means that our souls, our life–energy,
what Vosaia call nya, are linked and fused at a psychic and physical level,
and over time, the bond will become more profound. Nyeria is extremely
rare, even among my people, and yet once formed, it is as indisputable as it is
unbreakable.”


Despite the internal warring dance of thought and feeling, Serros
felt a curious kind of quiet, internal lassitude at K’llan’s pronouncement; words
forming confirmation around what had been nameless, but not unidentified. Watching
K’llan, her long blue lashes curling above lilac colored eyes, Avara could feel
desire swelling, want for the woman before her that was undeniably physical,
but was also so much more. She could also feel the danger of that want here and
now. Danger to her sense of self, to what she held to be true and to some
sense, sacred. She just didn’t know how to properly communicate everything she
was thinking and feeling to the Vosaia sitting scant inches away. 


“Do not, Avara. There is no need; I already know.”


Though at this stage she felt she shouldn’t be,
nevertheless, K’llan’s words startled her. They were spoken with such
conviction, such certainty, that Avara could find no doubt in their sincerity.
K’llan did know, did understand, and as she had sensed during Feeding,
despite the patent strain it was causing for her, the Vosaia would be
infinitely patient in regards to Avara reaching resolution.


With Avara nodding once in silent acknowledgement, Captain
Serros and Lieutenant Z’arr silently lay back on their respective bed rolls.  Both
women let sleep catch her while they could indulge, before the driving claim of
tomorrow grasped them. Their souls were touching as dreams took them and
offered respite from the ordeal of survival, need, and question alike.


















CHAPTER 23


Moving at an unrelenting pace, Serros and Z’arr quickly left
the river filled canyon far behind, continuing their sojourn to make the
Karukai outpost and hopefully, the means to escape Dantis. Within a few days
the landscape began to shift once more, gradually metamorphosing from the red–rock
filled broken lands that had become the norm, to first a smattering and then a vast
sea of familiar gray–green savannah grass.


The change was a welcome one, for though still quite warm
under the planet’s three suns, the climate cooled just a bit, offering a
modicum of respite from the previously blasting heat of the rock–lands. Other
than a couple of brief jakhri attacks, the journey sped by uneventfully. Day
slipped into night and day again, as the duo fell into the almost hypnotic
rhythm of straight–coursed travel.


Avara found that the meditative set of mind and body acted
as a soothing balm for plaguing questions of the heart. It was with a sense of
jarring startlement that Captain Serros was knocked out of the dream–like
travel state that had come over both of them when, some six days after leaving
the gorge behind, they finally reached their long–sought objective.


Cresting a small hillock, the two Excalibur crewmates
were greeted by a sun–hazed, ovoid–shaped, durexium and pale blue glass
construction of tan and cream. Momentarily amused by the notion, Avara thought
the structure vaguely resembled an oversized beehive. Next to the main, center
positioned beehive building were four much smaller constructions of exact
design. The entirety of the small complex was situated to the west of the trebling
stream that they’d been following.


Scans revealed that there were also several power generators
scattered around the facility, which made sense since the station was so
isolated. Still, the number of generators represented an enormous amount of
energy given the small size of the facility.


To the west of the main construction was a landing pad and
the most squat building of the lot, obviously a mechanic’s station, though
based on its dimensions, it could only serve the most basic needs. Avara also
noted with great interest that though there were no shuttles, there was
a squad of seven starfighters, Karukai Scorpions, resting on the pad.


More, atop the flat base of the central building’s roof was
a large, silvery Comm array, shimmering in the mid–afternoon light. Finally,
though foot–traffic was light, the glint of afternoon sunlight highlighted the
crimson armor of patrolling soldiers like glowing holo–adverts.


After silently retreating to a safe distance, Serros and
Z’arr made themselves comfortable in a small clearing and set to strategizing. The
Quorum Shield Operative couldn’t help but issue a satisfied grin as she remarked,
“Well, here we are; objective one complete. Congratulations, Lieutenant.”


Laughing in return, Z’arr replied “And congratulations to
you, Captain.”


“Now, to how we’re going to get off this rock and back to Excalibur.”
Serros commented, stretching her arms then fingers in anticipation. “I didn’t
spot any security fields and there’s no defensive wall, which is all to our
favor. Unfortunately, I also didn’t note any QGST capable vehicles.”


“Yes, meaning the starfighters are only useful if we know
for sure that Excalibur is still in system and within range.” K’llan
confirmed. “It has been over three weeks since the Ardent exploded; do
you think the crew is still searching? Or by now, would they have us listed as
presumed dead?” Genuine concern colored the Vosaia’s voice as she posed the
question neither had broached during their seventeen–hundred plus mile trek
across the surface of Dantis.


Slowly shaking her head, Avara answered, “If there was even
a faint chance, neither Marcus nor Diana would ever leave the system without
definitive proof that we were dead.” Her tone held absolute, unwavering
confidence, and yet, rubbing her brow thoughtfully, she added, “However, if
they thought they’d obtained irrefutable evidence or, if Excalibur
was seriously threatened, they may have jumped system.”


“And such is not unlikely, given the location of the Karukai
Outpost here on Dantis that a threat has made itself known to ship and crew.”


“Yes, exactly; an only too plausible possibility.” Gesturing
a moment later with a definitive cut of her hand, Avara declared “If the latter
scenario did occur and Excalibur was under attack, Marcus and Diana
would return, but we simply do not know what the situation is. No, we can’t
assume Excalibur is still in system. We need to find out before
commandeering a fighter and traipsing off into space only to be stuck and
stranded once more, this time with the Karukai aware of our presence.”


“I concur. What is the plan then?”


“We could try knocking?” Avara suggested, a teasing cast to
her voice as she waited for K’llan’s response.


“If what you mean by knocking is blasting a path through the
front entrance, then no thank you.”


Laughing at the Vosaia’s dry tone and expression, the
Captain replied with a half–shrug, “Very well, if you insist, I suppose we
shall have to come up with an alternative.”


“Ha–ha; very amusing.” K’llan commented, knocking her
shoulder into Avara’s in playful rebuke. “I say the obvious answer is we need to
get to their Communications Hub within the outpost so we can attempt to contact
Excalibur.”


“Agreed. Before proceeding, I think we need to gather more
intelligence regarding what we’re likely to face so we can avoid trouble and
make Communications.”


“Avoid trouble? Hmm. Well, that would be a change, anyway.”
Z’arr mocked Avara in return. “Reconnoitering then?”


“Reconnoitering it is.” Captain Serros confirmed.


In perfect concord, the duo retraced their earlier path and
set about observing the facility’s activities for the rest of the day and well
into the late hours of evening turned next morning.


It was clear that Outpost J2’s main defense was its remote
location and secrecy, for technologically speaking, security measures were
almost non–existent. There were no shield generators, ground cannon
emplacements, or anti–aircraft batteries to be seen. Similarly, the facility appeared
to be entirely absent of turf vehicles, from basic Hurricanes to EV Tanks.


Patrols of armored Karukai were well evidenced, however.
Avara and K’llan counted off at least three dozen separate individuals, with
who knew how many more based inside the Outpost. The guards seemed to be operating
in patrols of six divided into two person teams, the lot broken into three rotations
for each diurnal cycle.


Most significantly, Serros and Z’arr spied at least three Varda
sporting the black and gold, lightning slashed chevrons denoting their unique
status. In a society where ability immediately translated to public ranking, as
the most elite and highly trained of all Karukai soldiers, the presence of the
Varda was problematic, to say the least. Every Varda represented an adversary
more deadly than a company of standard Karukai soldiers or Mech Suit
specialists combined. Such individuals would each be an Arca IV, at the least,
and exceptionally skilled and battle tested.


Indeed, all ranked Karukai Admirals as well as the three
members of the Triarchy, the governing body of the Karukai Imperium, were always
pulled from the relatively small pool of Varda, their accomplishments
incontestable.


Suffice to say, Avara mused, the Varda would have
to be handled with extreme care.


Finally, Serros and Z’arr tallied a number of slaves rotated
out it groups of five and under heavy guard throughout the day. Amounting to just
under forty in total, they seemed to be well nourished, clean, and not put to
any sort of hard labor. In fact, each excursion consisted of a one–hour set of
exercise and a thirty minute period relaxation spent in a vaguely self–determined
way, either swimming in or exploring the steam, walking the immediate grounds,
or resting seated under the brilliant Dantis sunlight. The outings were clearly
intended as physical and mental release, which again bespoke of the particular
care the slaves seemed to be treated with. Also of interest, every known
species was represented, as well as gender, though age appeared to be more
youthful than not, ranging from early to middle adulthood. Other than in all
probability acting as a Feeding source for the base’s Karukai, the reason for
the prisoners and unusual consideration they were treated with, was as unclear
as it was atypical in application.


After a day and a half of observation and reconnaissance,
K’llan and Avara settled on their final strategy and prepared to infiltrate the
Outpost. With much consideration, they had decided that the best course to
avoid complicated encounters would be to very quietly take out two Karukai,
disguise themselves in their armor, and then slip inside the main facility with
the cycle’s final rotation.


In order to fool any identity sensor scans upon entry, the
two would apply a rather sophisticated subterfuge program from their CPA’s. The
program would allow them to falsely transmit the bio–signs of the two guards
they took out. To reduce the risk of discovery, the goal was to communicate as
little as possible with any Karukai that they interacted with. Matters would be
helped by the fact that they were both female and each could fluently speak the
Karukai tongue.


Their cause would be further aided by the late hour itself,
when most of the Outpost’s residents would be sleeping. Once inside, Avara and
K’llan would then find and hack into an accessible terminal to locate and make
their way to the Communications Hub. There, they would then contact Nova and Excalibur.
If she was still in system, they’d seize a starfighter and rendezvous with
their crewmates. If not, the plan was to hide a communique asking for help in
junk–feed and await a rescue response. If neither of these two tactics bore
fruit, Avara and K’llan’s only other option would be to wait for the next
Karukai transport. It was not an appealing thought, for stowing away on a
hostile military vessel was all but tantamount to guaranteeing capture.


Finally, Avara and K’llan would endeavor to fulfill the
mission goal that had brought the Excalibur to the Arkaia System and the
TS Ardent in the first place. While they had access to the facility’s
data–core, they would data–dump the Outpost’s records for later examination
regarding what exactly the Karukai were doing here, in the emptiness of
Black Space that though unclaimed by any particular power, was still only too
close to Quorum Aligned Systems territory.


In case of failure or separation, Serros and Z’arr set up a
fallback camp some fifteen miles away from the facility where they would leave
all of their non–essential survival gear, from portable generators and tent to bedrolls.
They’d only keep their two canteens of greatly diminished hydro–fluid and
weapons, as well as two med kits and some dried jerky for Avara.


Before setting out, Serros and Z’arr deliberately spent the
last half day not only preparing for their mission but also in rest. They knew
it was very unlikely that they would have another opportunity before the
success or failure of their mission was realized. In making ready, the two
meticulously cleaned their equipment, checking and rechecking their Nadir DZR rifles,
two pistols, and MA–Knives for any flaw, no matter how minor. Avara sported her
favored Volturnos as where K’llan volunteered to use the Karukai pistols. The
pistols were standard issue Nadir Stingers, just as their DZR rifles represented
typical accoutrement for Karukai infantry. With a sigh of regret, Avara knew
she’d have to relinquish her Volturnos before entering the facility under
disguise so as not to give the game away at its start.


When their weapons and gear were fully detailed and prepped,
the two companions set about readying their bodies. Each bathed and carefully
cleaned her clothing, not only for personal comfort’s sake, but more so, to not
risk giving their presence away to any Karukai Arcas with an SP enhanced sense of
smell. It wouldn’t do for the game to be lost before it truly started because a
random guard caught a faint whiff of weeks–long trail dust and so raised the
alarm. In addition, knowing that this would in all probability be her last
chance for real food for some time, Avara prepared and ate a batch of small,
freshwater fish that reminded her a lot of the trout she’d hooked on fishing
trips along the Tahona River on Pax with her old friend, Jamie Sweetwater. It
was a happy memory, one of easy friendship and simpler times, and Serros took
it as a good omen.


Finally, Avara found herself in the same position she had
been in several times during the over seventeen–hundred mile trek across
Dantis; bringing up the necessity of Feeding to a resistant K’llan Z’arr that
seemed stubbornly intent on pretending otherwise.


Marshaling her arguments, Serros knelt next to the
Lieutenant, who was busy organizing her gear. “K’llan, we need to…”


“I know, Avara.” Z’arr interrupted, her tone neither biting
nor dismissive as she deftly secured her med–kit to her unworn mag harness. 


“Oh,” Serros responded, mentally shifting gears. At this
stage, Avara was finally not surprised that K’llan had known what she was to
say before the words left her mouth, but was still struggling to read the
Vosaia’s emotional state. “Good then.”


With a faint smile, K’llan remarked “You were excepting an
argument?”


“Well, yes.” The Captain answered forthrightly, brushing fingers
through dark locks curling a bit around her ears and grown rather longer than
she preferred.


K’llan stopped what she was doing and trained both her gaze
and full attention on Serros. Avara noted absently that for the mission, K’llan
had tied back her own hair with a ragged strip of cloth. It did nothing stop an
errant, sapphire colored lick from spilling down across her face, one that with
mild irritation, K’llan recaptured and tucked away. “The time when argument
would be applicable is long past, Avara.”


Studying the beautiful features of the Vosaia, Serros was
struck by the new, or perhaps renewed, sense of serenity pooled in the lustrous
violet depths of her eyes. Avara could feel a softening of trepidation and
anxiety regarding Feeding and, perhaps much more critically, the status of
their empathic link that had been trickling forth from K’llan since planet–fall.



“Why?”


 “Because choice has already been made that cannot be
unmade. Now all that is left for us is to understand and accept what that
choice means, no more, no less.”


Nyeria.


The word vibrated between and within them, resonating with
such clarity, it was as if K’llan had just spoken the term in her ear.  The
image and sensation was so vividly real, that Avara fancied she could feel
K’llan’s breath actually brush her lobe. Synchronously, Avara’s own mind issued
the term, all without separation of space or time. The conversation that they’d
had a week ago right after the experience of the second Feeding, came tumbling
back to Avara.


Like a child’s set of carved puzzle blocks, words tethered
to concepts fell into place and clicked together in perfect design and unity. Still
struggling to fully understand and accept the set puzzle laid bare before her,
Avara found that no words would come, so she issued a quiet nod of
acknowledgment.


With a sweet smile that flew straight to Serros’s heart,
K’llan tilted her head in response, eyes flooded with an understanding and
acceptance so deep, that Serros felt a pleasant shiver chase across her body. Then
K’llan stood, carrying Avara with the motion by taking her forearm. Using a
smooth, pearlescent hued hand that stood in stark relief against the crimson
colored jacket she wore, K’llan gently brushed Avara’s brow. Then, with a sense
of infinite affection coupled with willfully controlled and checked want,
tilted her head and leaned forward and up to place blue–brushed lips on Avara’s
own.


Just as before, the contact brought a tidal wave of emotional
and physical sensation forth. Life–energy, memory, deep held beliefs, fears and
aspirations, all spilling to, though, and between each individual until there
was no real understanding of where Avara began and K’llan ended. Like molten
metal from a forge dripping through every fiber, every pocket and pore of her
being and then quickening, Avara also felt the unmistakable surge of desire she
felt for this person, the need for physical expression of their emotional
coupling. And through it all, Serros knew it was an actuality that was exactly
twinned by K’llan. As the Human and the Vosaia operated in a state of harmony, flushed
with intoxicant–like spiritual exploration, a moment of recognition passed
between them.


Purely physical reality came slamming back, causing dark
sapphire and amethyst eyes to open as one. Feeling no less breathless than
before and slammed with the now familiar sense of loss at the cessation and
interruption of their psychic coupling, Avara realized she was gripping K’llan
in a bruising hold that the Vosaia was returning in kind.


“You are so very exquisite.” The words escaped Avara’s mouth
before she even realized she was thinking them.


To her surprise, a faint blush of blue brushed across
K’llan’s countenance, but her eyes neither lowered nor wavered from Serros’s
own. “Thank you, Avara. The sentiment is most definitely returned.”


Frowning slightly, after a moment’s hesitation Avara tilted
her head down and tenderly brushed her lips across K’llan’s forehead, issuing a
tight squeeze of her arms before releasing the Vosaia from her embrace. “We
should sleep while we can. My guess is that it will be our last chance for
quite some time, and we have only four hours until we need to ‘borrow’ some Karukai
armor and make the rotation.”


“Yes, quite correct.” K’llan responded, and just like Serros,
Avara could feel Z’arr consciously release her desire in the face of the danger
and responsibility that lay before them. The shift of focus was accompanied by
another shared sentiment, this time, the fragile thrill of hope blooming. 


Home.


They were so close, that Avara could practically smell the
cool durexium walls of Excalibur, hear her low–toned thrum of systems
and engines as she sustained life and purpose to all those aboard ship. As
K’llan lay down to rest a foot or so away from Serros, Avara took comfort in
her presence and their shared resolve.


It was almost time.   


 * * * * * 


Only too soon after they had settled down to sleep, the time
came to leave what would hopefully be their last campsite on Dantis. It took
only minutes to securely stow away and strap on their readied gear, as well as
leave all superfluous equipment behind in the rocky nook of a small gully. Final
preparations complete, under the rain of chill starlight, the Human and Vosaia sped
across the sea of gray–green savannah grass, reaching their destination in just
under a quarter of an hour. After expending ten minutes or so to ascertain that
the Karukai guard routine was unchanged, the two positioned themselves behind
and to the south–east of the central beehive, as Avara had come to think of it,
next to the rushing waters of the stream.


The Captain and Lieutenant carefully hunched low to the
ground next to a thorn bush and covered all parts of their bodies with dry
bramble–branches to blend into the terrain. As they waited, locked in position
and silence so as to not given away their presence, the smell and song of water
flooded Avara’s senses. Overhead, the soft thume–whick of batwings
rippled in the night air as they hunted. After about twenty minutes, Serros was
able to pick up the faint sound of sweet–smelling grass being crushed underfoot.


Sure enough, after a few minutes the increasingly loud
footfalls matched a pair of booted feet walking more or less lazily in step
just a few feet from stream’s edge. Star and moonlight revealed two unhelmeted,
crimson armored individuals of medium height, one sporting the black markings
that denoted Officer ranking but fortunately, neither was accoutered with the
lightning chevron of the Varda.


When the Karukai had passed by their position, with a gentle
push of emotion and thought towards K’llan, the Human and Vosaia sprang
into motion. Their forms no more than a deceiving blur, both rocketed towards
each chosen guard’s back and then locked right arms around Karukai necks even
as left arms stifled any cry or response. In less than a blink of an eye, two
low cracks slipped into the auditory mix of zinging insect life. The Karukai
shuddered then slid to the ground even as the last trickle of life ebbed from
their limp forms.


With deliberate alacrity, the Nova Squad members stripped
the guards of armor and weapons, quickly donned their newly acquired plunder, and
scanned Karukai bio–sign imprints. After, each heaved a body over her shoulder
and Arca–sped a mile or so downstream where they let the water’s currents take
the corpses away to oblivion.


Though it was stiff and a somewhat ill–fitted, Avara thought
to herself how good it felt to once again be in armor, especially given the daunting
task still before them. Serros and Z’arr quickly synced their new suits to
their CPAs, and then resumed the tail–end of the now expired guard duo’s pre–determined
patrol course. With her mouth dry and heart thudding in anticipation of
discovery, eighteen minutes later, they slipped into the eastern entrance of
the central beehive building along with two other pairs of guards as the fresh
and final night patrol traded out with them.


Captain Serros could feel the trickle of perspiration trace
down her temple inside her helm as the pale blue, impersonal light of a bio–sign
scan swept over both her and Z’arr in the small, locked security atrium before
the interior entrance of the building. At the dismissal of the scanner’s search
and the automated “go–ahead” that sounded throughout the cramped room, the
Shield Operative felt her heartbeat slow as one of the most difficult of many
upcoming hurdles was successfully overcome. 


The inside of the facility was as smooth lined and curved in
construction as the outer, featuring pristine white walls, tan flooring and pale
blue windows and skylights. The interior was infused with the sharply clean
smell of a sterilized medical office. From floor to ceiling to symmetrically designed
station doorways all along and off of the open hallway in which they entered, everything
was utterly spotless.


Fortunately, other than bidding the unidentified infiltrators
goodnight, their fellows seemed little interested in conversation, only preoccupied
with acquiring rack–time. It was no time at all before the two non–Karukai were
able to split off from the rest and swiftly disappear into a small adjacent
office.


The room was as pristine as the rest, featuring a work desk
with a data–station and interestingly, some sort of micro–lab set up, complete
with a cooling unit, a methodically organized sample cabinet, and an array of high
tech microscopes. With Avara standing alert and stationed to the side of the
closed door, K’llan quickly took a seat in the bright white desk chair and
started working to hack into the data–terminal.


The glimmering orange of the terminal’s holo–keypad and
displays bled into the dark office like a low fire creeping through the foundation
of a domicile at sleep, unsuspected until flame was inescapable. It was not,
Avara mused as she split her attention between K’llan at work and any potential
Karukai approach, a comforting simile.


Some twenty–five minutes or so later, Avara could feel a
spike of triumph mingled with antipathy as K’llan whispered energetically
“Avara, this facility is not a slave processing center. It is a cloning
research and production center!”


“What?” Avara responded. “I can see the research but…
production? Where? The facility is too small…”


“I… I do not know yet. But the data is clear. There are species
work–ups and samples, genetic variance and trait inheritance tables, nucleotide
and amino acid relation, resultant sequencing… All speak to the research aspect
of this facility and the need for a diverse body of well cared for sample
species. The data points to determined efforts to increase life expectancy and
physical potency of Karukai clones.”


Pausing for a moment, her eyes flying across the data–feeds,
K’llan bit her lip and then continued, “However, none of the research requires
the massive amount of power this complex generates. Or the numerous references
to ‘product readiness’ and ‘shipment release.’ Plus, there are
several write–ups regarding experimental, small–batch clone outcomes and
chronologically mapped clone prototype results. Finally, all of the data is set
against mass production equations.”


“But…” Avara started, her brain working furiously as the
full suite of ramifications battered her mind like a jack–hammer. “There’s no
reason to have such a facility here, in a portion of unclaimed Black Space
that’s just a week out from Quorum territory unless…”


Effortless conjuring up maps of pertinent star systems and
planets, including the Zirgesh worlds of Moxar and Chitnai as well as the Human
planets of Xie and Abir, all of which pose such an easy lead–in to the Quorum governed
world of Avex…


“Unless the Karukai are preparing for a full–scale strike
and invasion of this sector of Quorum Space and intend to capitalize on the
Fosaki border as a closed front to safeguard their operations!” Avara
exclaimed, feeling like she’d just been smacked in the face, so significant
were the ramifications.


 “By She Who Watches!” K’llan’s snow–white skin seemed to
pale even further as her mind moved in sync with Serros’s own. “Outpost J2
signifies decades of work, Avara. Considering the risk and investment of
capital this venture represents, that means the Karukai must fully intend…”


“War.” The Human Shield Operative rapped out in
tandem with Z’arr. She could feel the tide of grim resolution wash over her as
the two looked at one another in perfect accord for the space of a score of
heartbeats. “Get us the Comm Hub location and download everything you can. Sync
the data to our CPAs. Additionally, find the location of the clone–tanks. We cannot
allow them to reach maturation.”


Avara could feel that K’llan understood how much
Serros detested what she was proposing. In return, Avara could also sense the
Vosaia’s own keen aversion to what both now knew, had to be of greater importance
than escaping Dantis.


Ensuring that the Quorum was made aware of the imminent
Karukai threat and most critically, that Outpost J2 was permanently taken out
of play. In the end calculation, terminating the clone–production facility was more
important than their individual lives.


Yet despite the fact that Lieutenant K’llan Z’arr knew that
given this dire equation their live were expendable, Avara Serros felt only the
barest hesitation before the Vosaia nodded in acquiescence to all that had been
said and was left unsaid.


With a tight smile of grim acknowledgment, K’llan bent her
head down and back to the task at hand as Captain Serros kept watch.


















CHAPTER 24


Exiting the QS Excalibur’s lift at Deck 12, Commander
Marcus Perez felt a well of excitement and carefully reserved optimism flood
through him, as he shifted his bulky frame to dodge a Mech Technician half–jogging
by towards one of the Bay’s consoles.


It had been three weeks since the TS Ardent’s
explosion; twenty–one days since Avara and K’llan went MIA. Though the work
schedule had been grueling and tempers had run hot under stress and strain, the
starship that he and the rest of the crew called home was now entirely repaired
with all systems live.


Two days ago they had finally been able to send a status
update to the Quorum with a request for reinforcements and, having received confirmation,
knew that help was about a week out. Though a lot could happen in a week, it
was still a huge relief to know that the cavalry was on its way. More
depressing, had been the reality that despite almost a month of frantic
searching and the deployment of literally dozens of portable sensor relays and
probes spattered throughout the system, no sign or word of the missing Captain
and Lieutenant had been found.


That is, until one hour ago.


Having spied his target, Marcus forced himself to move at a
measured, albeit swift pace towards a just docked Astra Striker S3 Class
starfighter. Deckhands and Techs were crawling all over the fighter as the
pilot worked to break free from cockpit constraints. Perez stood ramrod straight
as the fighter’s canopy popped and a helmeted, blue, black, and white skinsuit
clad pilot gracefully slid down the half extended ladder to the granulated surface
of the docking bay’s floor.


Turning to face him, the pilot pressed the helmet release
and, after it retracted into the light armor like a sort of slim torq, the
pilot offered an almost casual salute.


“Welcome back, Major King. I was pleased to receive your
preliminary report; I’d like to hear the full version now.”


“Yes Sir, Commander.” Ghost Squadron’s Wing–Commander
replied, a smile set across her face even as she pushed back a persistent
strand of shoulder length, dark golden–red hair that had been ruthlessly mashed
by a half–dozen hours in a flight–helmet.


“At approximately oh–nine–hundred and twelve, while
surveying Quadrant E9 of Dantis’s south–eastern equatorial region, I picked up what
seemed to be back–feed from the sensor rely I had deployed thirteen minutes earlier.
After sending a quick status update, I followed the signal trail to its source to
check it out.”


“I see.” Perez replied thoughtfully, brows knitting as he
added, “And you decided to land your fighter on a potentially hostile planet?
One that is very likely occupied by Karukai, without first flying to a
free communications zone for an immediate response and the deployment of back–up?”


“Yes, Sir, I did.” The Major responded.


“Because?”


“Because in my estimation, Sir, it was most important for me
to discover if the message was being sent by Captain Serros and if she was in
need of immediate rescue. If something had happened to me, the data I sent
would’ve still been bounced back to the ship, but time could have proved
critical for the Captain.”


Marcus paused a moment in consideration of the relatively
new addition to the Excalibur that he had, to date, interacted
relatively little with. His scrutiny of the Wing–Commander was rather intense
as he considered the Major’s words and body language. He didn’t need to have a
Synergy Enhancement to read King’s assurance in her decision and course of
action. In fact, if anything, though her lazy drawl was respectful, her tone
bespoke easy confidence and her eyes were sparkling with a sense of cocky self–surety.


“I see. Continue your report, Major.” Perez finally stated,
deliberately keeping a solid, “Commander’s mask” in place as he listened to King’s
report.


“Well, as I approached the coordinates, it became clear that
the back–feed was indeed a distress signal from an emergency beacon. I reached
its source and decided to go for a walk and take a gander.” Once more, a wide,
brash smile splashed across the fighter pilot’s face as she announced, “Well, I
found me a Karukai life–pod; Ardent’s missin’ Pod 4!”


Despite his determination to keep his emotions in check,
Marcus couldn’t help but issue his own answering grin to the Major. In response,
she smiled even wider, a grin that brought light to her rather attractive,
subtle eyes like sunlight brushing moss.


“And more, Commander. A looped message from the Captain and
Lieutenant! They modified the beacon to extend its range and replay the S.O.S.,
along with a report that the two were both whole and making their way to the
Karukai Outpost J2. They intend to gather intel and find a way to make it off–planet.
They listed their projected coordinates and route, and we have it all, Sir!”


Marcus couldn’t help himself. He laughed out loud and with a
swift slap on the Wing–Commander’s shoulder, exclaimed, “Well done, Major!
Anything else?”


“Thanks, Commander. Nope, I wasn’t able to find anything
else, and that’s when I felt it would be best to return to refuel and get help.
I didn’t want to miss our people or accidently stir up snake’s nest that would
put ‘em in danger.” For the first time, the Major looked uncertain, as if she
questioned choice as to continuing her search.


“I understand, and it was the right decision, Major. Now, go
ahead and get some grub and rack–time before your next search deployment.”
Perez ordered, letting the Junior Officer hear the approval he felt.


“Thanks, Sir, but if it’s all the same, I’d really like to be
a part of the next sweep.”


Perez fought his immediate inclination to answer in the negative,
catching the stubborn set of Ghost Squadron’s lead. It was funny, but even
though she was only a little over twelve years younger, he couldn’t help but to
think that she reminded him of himself. And, to a certain degree, of a less–polished
and much less serious, more youthful version of Avara. He knew that she was an
Arca I with a PV, meaning physically, she could handle an extra rotation with
relative ease.


And, there was something about her…


“Very well, Major. After all, seems to me that you’re
developing a habit of finding Senior Officer’s that have strayed.” He answered,
offering a smile along with the reference to her having located him and the
rest of Nova aboard the other Karukai pod weeks earlier.


“Well, I like a challenge, Commander.” King replied with a
twist of her lips, her gaze both spirited and enthusiastic at the same time.


“Then you’re on the right ship, Major. Grab some food and a
shower, then be ready to depart with a search team in thirty.”


“Will do, Commander.” 


Somewhat bemused, Marcus half–shook his head as he commed
Adeline. “Adeline, organize a three group search: one shuttle and fighter per
group. King will lead the first group, and I want Ca’rrakk, Rygel, and Naxos on
the shuttles. We have a hit.”


Diana’s voice immediately rapped back “Already started
before King landed. Marcus… details?” Perez could clearly hear the contained eagerness
in his friend’s voice as she spoke.


“Avara and K’llan were both alive and well, and are making
their way to the Karukai Outpost to escape the planet. They left a trajectory
and coordinates. We know where they’re headed. And,” Marcus added,
hearing the exultation he felt coloring his own voice, “We know Avara;
she’ll make it.”


“Yes, she will.” Marcus noted that Diana’s voice, normally
so painfully proper and modulated, was no less fierce than his own.


“I want a debrief with the pilots and Nova Squad in the
Strategy Room in…”


Perez was cut–off mid–sentence as a persistent, low–toned
but demanding ruuu–eem, ruuu–eem alert sounded throughout the Excalibur,
notifying all aboard that an unexpected starship had just come within scope of
long–range sensors.


“Diana?” Perez asked a moment later, slipping into the lift
and quickly issuing the directive for the Command Deck.


“One vessel, unidentified as of yet, but… its scale and
early readings indicate a battlecrusier.” She coolly voiced a second later. He
could practically see her in his mind, efficiently pouring over data as her head
and hands flew through information and relevant commands to dissect what
exactly it was, that they were facing.


With a growl of seething irritation and worry laced with
furious resolve, Perez replied, “I’m enroute.”


Dammit! With Avara so close, why now?


There was no answer forthcoming to his query, and for the
moment, he found that all he could do was silently will the lift to hurry up
and get him the Hell to where he was needed.


 * * * * * 


“Commander, ‘tis a Karukai battlecrusier… looks like an
Eclipse Designs, Juggernaut Class. Cannot gather specific designation as
of yet.” Lieutenant Commander Adeline crisply fired the moment Marcus entered
the Bridge.


And he could see it, on the view. A massive, blood–red
battlecruiser with thick, black outlined vermilion slashes and traced with onyx
and gold markings. It was a ship that significantly outclassed QS Excalibur,
with its likely complement of over fifteen–hundred Karukai. Further, only five–hundred
or so would actually be the crew; the rest would be marines and fighter pilots.
Soldiers accomplished in war, in bringing death.


His training also added other details of what the
battlecruiser meant. The Karukai vessel would be decked out with at least
fifteen quad cannon batteries and a like number of missile batteries, in glaring
contrast to Excalibur’s eight apiece. Marcus also knew that the Karukai
prime military manufacturer’s Juggernaut Class Starships were designed
to carry at least twenty starfighters.


The only elements in which the Quorum’s Astra Systems Saber
Class frigate outpaced a Juggernaut were speed and maneuverability.


Not to mention a few special modifications that were all
the Excalibur’s own.


In response to the battlecruiser’s appearance, Adeline had
already issued the Red Alert, meaning that every single able bodied person
aboard would be on–duty, armed, and ready. Medical under Dr. Argos would be
prepared for the worst.


“Rygel, let’s send a message so the people back home won’t
feel left out.” Marcus ordered, deliberately keeping his voice light and steady
to convey his confidence to the crew.


“Yes, Commander.” Dane answered, a tight grin plastering his
face as he worked his console.


“How far out are they, Lieutenant Chopa?” Marcus asked,
moving across the Bridge.


“Still not in range for full sensor sweeps or direct
communication of a currently shielded vessel, Sir. Four–hundred and fifty miles.”
The Navigation Officer answered promptly. “We have twenty–two minutes to leave
system before the Juggernaut can lock–on.”


“That’s not going to happen; not until we have Captain
Serros back. Is that clear?” Marcus’s question was widened beyond Chopa to the
rest of the crew with a raking gaze, his stare arresting each of the present
Senior Staff.


The chorus of “aye, ayes” bounced across the
command center like the cheering of fans for their favorite Aglin Team. Marcus
allowed himself a small smile in response, the love and respect he felt for the
crew that Avara had so carefully collected and cultivated helping to bear at
least a portion of the weight of the situation. Of course they wouldn’t
consider leaving the Captain, even in the face of their own demise.


“Lieutenant Commander Adeline,” Marcus started when he knew
he had mastered his voice as he took seat in the Command Chair. “Belay the
search and rescue deployment, with one modification. I want Ca’rrakk, one pilot,
and two marines aboard the ES2 in five. Instruct them to engage stealth
drives and find the Captain, heading directly for her projected coordinates.
Also, have Ghost Squad prepped and launched under stealth, ASAP.”


“Yes, Commander.”


“I want Ghost approximately one–hundred miles out,
and readied to be our needle in the eye. No giveaways of their position.”


“Understood, Sir.”


Meeting Diana’s dark–eyed gaze for just a moment, Marcus knew
she did indeed understand his logic. If the cruiser proved hostile, conventional
tactics would be near to meaningless in any sort of direct engagement. And so
Perez intended the Excalibur to be anything but conventional.
They would use her extremely rare, fighter, shuttle, and drone stealth
modifications that made each unit fifteen times the standard cost but, as a
result, constituted a significant and unexpected advantage. And, just as if
Captain Serros was here commanding, they’d employ their specialized tech along with
hit and run surprise tactics to even the odds. 


Six minutes later, Belgrum Naxos turned his sienna hued head
to Marcus and reported “Commander, reading that the Juggernaut’s Shields
are at full and her Weapons Systems are primed. Looks like eighteen cannon
batteries and fifteen missile launchers.” Belgrum’s elongated s’s seemed
to underscore the gravity of their situation, like a breath slowly exhaled to
regain equilibrium after night terrors had driven sleep deep into hiding.


“Understood. Lieutenant Naxos, please release two complements
of Assault Drones under stealth, thirty miles out, and also release a
compliment of Decoy Drones; ring deployment, twenty–five miles out.” Marcus responded.


“Aye, Sir. Assault and Decoy Drones deployed, moving to take
up formation.”


“Communications have been jammed, Sir.” Lieutenant Rygel
reported a minute later, foot tapping in agitation.


“Not surprising, Lieutenant; return the favor as soon as
they’re within range.”


“Aye, Sir.” Dane answered, blue–gray eyes glinting with almost
predatory anticipation.


“Decoy and Assault Drones are in position.” Naxos reported
five minutes later, eye membranes ticking in nerve based dynamism, though his
voice and four tapered fingers moved easily across his panel.


“Good.”


“Designation Captured, Sir. Transponder reads as the TS
Watcher.” Chopa announced. “They’re ten minutes out from firing range.”  


“Adeline?” Perez queried.


“On it.” Perez knew if any data could be retrieved in
regards to this specific Karukai vessel, Diana would be able to ferret the info
out.


“They’re in Holo–Vid hailing distance, Commander.” Rygel
reported.


“Open a channel, Lieutenant.”


“Aye, Sir.”


“This is Commander Marcus Perez of the QS Excalibur.
As your weapon’s systems are primed, I’d like to ask your intentions, Watcher.”


After the passage of a full minute and no answer, Perez
looked to the Senior Communication’s Officer.


“They’re receiving, Commander, just not answering.” Rygel
answered the unspoken question.


“Watcher is nine–minutes out from weapon’s range,
Commander.” Chopa inserted.


“Commander Perez, we have an intel hit.” Adeline announced
before Marcus could respond. “TS Watcher, part of the First Karukai
Fleet, fourth in designation under the Fleet Admiral and Flagship. No other
current data.”


Rygel’s whistle of surprise and trepidation exactly
reflected Marcus’s feelings at the announcement, and those of the rest of the
Senior Bridge Officers. The First Fleet was headed by the Military Triarch of
the Karukai Triarchy; it was the highest positioned Fleet in the entire Karukai
hegemony.


For the TS Watcher to be here, in Black
Space, bordering the Quorum Systems…


“Eight minutes out, Sir.” Chopa’s carefully modulated voice
reported, half–jarring the EXO out of his ponderings.


Marcus fervently wished Avara was here. Now. Not only
was she was a tactical genius, but also a truly gifted diplomat. If there was a
way around or through this particular flavor of Hell, he knew she’d be able to
navigate the course. Perez would just have to figure out what she’d do if she was
here.


“Once more then, Dane.” Marcus ordered a moment later,
keeping his tone calm even as he could feel the shiver of dread that danced painfully
from his spine to shoulders to neck. “This is Commander Perez of the Quorum
Ship Excalibur, Captained by Shield Operative Avara Serros. TS
Watcher, I ask again that you explain your presence and readied weapons or
we will be forced to assume your intent is hostile.”


“They’re responding, Sir!” Dane reported a moment later.


“On screen, Lieutenant.”


Three heartbeats later, the close–up image of a woman seated
in a dark–gray command chair garbed in a red–trimmed, onyx colored uniform
appeared on the Holo–Vid. Her skin was paper white with rouge markings, and her
smooth head entirely absent of hair.


The Karukai woman’s fairly plain features were set into a
semi–scowl. Her rich, rubicund colored eyes were as beautiful as they were harsh.
Six Karukai Captain’s pips were visible at her collar, the up–side down gold
crescents denoting her rather high rank.


“I am Captain Cyan Ner’kai of the TS Watcher,
representative of the Eternal Imperium. Our intentions, Commander Perez, are to
take your ship into custody for wandering into Karukai controlled territory.
Surrender immediately or we will open fire.”


“This is Black Space, Captain Ner’kai, and as such, the
Arkaia System is not a part of the Karukai Imperium. I suggest we keep peace
between our two peoples and go our separate ways, for as soon as our Quorum
directed search and rescue efforts are complete, we will leave this system.” 
Marcus responded, voice clear–cut but deliberately not adversarial in nature, his
reference to both the Quorum and search and rescue meant to make the Karukai
Captain rethink her aggressive position.


The Captain smiled slightly at his assertion, then replied
with a sense of absolute certainty and prerogative, “The Eternal Imperium has
claimed the Dantis System while we complete our own investigations. As a
Karukai vessel was destroyed in this system, you will surrender your vessel and
all crew immediately for interrogation or be destroyed.”


Attempting to keep his temper in check, Marcus responded “We
had no part in the destruction of any…”


“I have already given you the only terms you shall receive,
Commander Perez.” Ner’kai cut in pugnaciously, then abruptly, her image
disappeared as the open channel was cut.


“The Watcher is five minutes out of firing range,
Commander.” Chopa stated.


“Understood.” Perez responded, feeling at once both heavy
and light as choice was removed to one, and he internally came to terms with
the reality of what lay before them.


I will find a way, and Avara and I will share a
drink and laugh as we swap stories in some dive of a pub while on leave. 


“Very well then. Lieutenant Commander Adeline, please inform
Ghost Squadron to initiate Alpha Strike Protocol.”


“At once, Commander.”


“Lieutenant Naxos, raise shields and prepare all weapons
systems. Hold drones readied and in reserve for my mark.”


“Yes, Sir.” Belgrum responded, voice an eager growl.


“Adeline, issue the At–Ready Alert. It’s time to go
hunting.” Perez announced, activating his station’s safety–harness. He felt stirrings
of anger, determination, and anticipation mold into one as the Karukai
battlecruiser closed distance.


















CHAPTER 25


“Ghost Squadron is now within range for Alpha Strike
Protocol; Watcher is two minutes out.” Diana reported, mind racing as
she calculated and recalculated applicable scenarios.


“Very good, Lieutenant Commander. Execute Alpha Strike.”
Marcus Perez commanded from the Captain’s chair, posture set into a
deliberately relaxed position as he stared at his station’s holo–display, broad
jaw cupped in left palm. Diana simply knew him too well not to catch that his
confidence was a mask presented for the benefit of the team. Not that he was
filled with doubt or uncertainty regarding the crew; only that he knew exactly what
it was that they faced.


“Order for execution sent and received, Commander.” Adeline
replied.


“Enhance view, Lieutenant Chopa.” Perez commanded, golden–brown
eyes shifting from his display to the view.


As the holographic projection of the TS Watcher
suddenly seemed to leap forward and the faintly space–scoured hull came fully
into view, Diana fought to control the vibration of expectance. Everything,
every life aboard the QS Excalibur and in all probability, the
outbreak of full–scale war between the Karukai Imperium and the Quorum Aligned Systems,
rested on the next several minutes.


God, I wish Avara was bloody–well here now.


Without a flash of impending outcome, and with no murmur in the
sound eating vacuum of space, five royal–blue and black trimmed silver, Astra Striker
Class starfighters rippled into being immediately after twenty missiles exploded
into two separate, specific sectors of the Karukai battlecruiser. With their
stealth–status exorcised by the attack, a heartbeat later, a second and then a
third followed by a fourth and final payload of kobalt tipped warheads streaked
towards the battlecruiser, all released from the now fully visible starfighters,
ten to a target for each of the last strikes.


“Commander, sensors read that the Watcher’s primary Weapons
Systems and FTL Drives have been disabled!” Lieutenant Chopa reported, his
voice half–shaking with excitement. A whoop of exultation carried across
the Bridge and into the CIC at the Nav Officer’s news, Diana’s voice no less
exuberant than her fellows.


“Adeline, please convey my compliments to Wing–Commander
King and the rest of Ghost Squadron. Have them return immediately to
take up position just beyond our drones.” Marcus commanded, baritone vibrating
with cautious relief. “Dane, open a channel.”


He coolly stated over the Comm “KS Watcher and
Captain Ner’kai, this is Commander Perez of the Excalibur. I invite you
and the Watcher to partake in a peaceful parting of the ways. We will
desist our defensive attack if you agree to repair your FTL Drives under our
supervision and then depart the system. Any Weapons repair will be viewed as an
act of hostility.”


Diana could tell that just like she, Marcus held out little
hope that the Karukai would accept the offer, but it was worth the effort to
avoid expenditure of blood and life. She could feel her heart racing and forced
herself to take several mouthfuls of oxygen to calm her nerves and maintain her
focus.


Other than the murmur of systems and the ever–present low
hum of the ship’s engines, the Bridge might as well have been a tomb buried
under tons of rock and sediment, for all the sound that carried across its
interior.


“Nothing, Sir.” Dane finally reported.


“Commander! Reading the launch of several squadrons of
Karukai Starfighters.” Naxos and Chopa reported a moment later, one on top of
the other.


“Eclipse Scorpions in class.” Diana added, data
resolving into useful ID a breath later. 


“It seems we have our answer. Now, let’s follow–up before
she regains her balance.” Perez remarked, tone grim. “Lieutenant Chopa, set
course for striking distance, above our Drones and their Ring Formation… destination
Quadrant Three, fifteen point four X, nine point one Y, full FTL.”


“Aye, Commander; setting course for Q3, 15.4X, 9.1Y, at full
speed.” Chopa confirmed, toffee–colored fingers rapidly keying the commands
into his board.


With a fluid motion that was gentled by the ship’s dampeners
and gravitational modulation nodes, the Excalibur suddenly shot forward
through the black towards the Karukai vessel. The looming battlecruiser glinted
like blood captured in glaciated ice in the cool star light.


Unsurprised yet certainly anything but pleased by her
readings, Diana turned her head in Marcus’s direction and reported “Karukai
fighters closing, Commander. I read thirty in total. They will be within
striking distance of the Excalibur in three minutes.”


“Understood, Lieutenant Commander. Belgrum, position Drones…
five miles below our projected coordinates; maintain formation.”


“Immediately.” Naxos answered, tongue flicking.


“Lieutenant Chopa?” Marcus queried, as Diana watched him
switch his focus to their tactical set up.


Releasing the lip he’d been worrying, Claudius answered “One
minute and fifteen seconds until we reach our coordinates. They’re using sub–light
drives in an attempt to shift orientation, and block us from targeting their
Weapons and FTL Drives again.”


Anticipating Marcus’s command as he assessed the tactical
lay–out, Diana turned towards the brown haired Navigation Officer. “Compensate
and maintain relative position, Claudius.”


“Aye, Lieutenant Commander. Compensating. Ninety seconds
until coordinates.”


“Lieutenant Naxos, ready a full missile and cannon barrage,
three second delay between the two. Target the Weapon’s Systems Control alone;
I want to keep ancillary casualties to a minimum.” Perez commanded, finishing
his calculations.


Nodding slightly to herself, Diana considered the logic of
Marcus’s strategy. If Excalibur was successful, minimizing the Karukai
fatalities may play favorably to avoid a declaration of war in the aftermath of
this engagement. It was risky during the here and now of unpredictable battle,
but in the bigger picture, a wise course. 


“Aye, Sir. Readying Missile Batteries and Quad Cannon for
full barrage, target Deck 17, Weapons Systems Control.”


“Two minutes until fighters reach firing range.” Lieutenant Claudius
Chopa reported a few seconds later. “Destination Q3, 15.4X, 9.1Y reached.”


Just as Diana thought she was going to bite straight through
her lower lip from pounding tension, Marcus cracked: “Lieutenant Naxos, fire
all missiles and cannons!” 


“Firing!” The Braxien’s cry snapped like a whip against the
back of an ox yoked to a lumbering cart, jarring the animal forward at a suddenly
break–neck pace.


In the main view screen, Diana watched as forty–eight kobalt
packed missiles cut through the black that separated the two starships, blue
lines trailing like glowing kite strings.


Just before the missiles made contact and flowered into dark
blue–fire blossoms of destruction against the Watcher’s hull, the Excalibur’s
cannons ripped open. A salvo of over two yard long projectiles streaked along
the missile wake to strike the exact same marks.  


Frantically casting her eyes over and interpreting data,
Diana snapped out “Redirected shields negated half the payload, Commander.”


“Damn them! Fire again, Belgrum; three more barrages!” Perez
growled.


“Yes, Commander. Firing now… one… two… three!”


What had been blossoms before now reached volcanic
proportions as gouts of destructive, blue–tinged flame licked in and out of
existence, tearing into Watcher like a cyclone on holiday. Glittering
spirals of debris blasted from the Karukai vessel at a speed faster than bullet
fire, streams of garnet and onyx fanning through the vacuum like sheets of hail.


“Two–thirds full impact!” Diana called out, feeling like
someone had puttied her eyelids in place, so intent was her focus. “The Watcher’s
Shields are faltering… Shields are down! Reading significant damage to
Decks 15 through 18. Deck 17 has been blown entirely. Fighters twenty–seconds
away from firing range.”


“Excellent! Lieutenant Chopa, drop her within the Drone Ring.
Rygel, issue a call for their fighters to stand down. Inform them that they
have ten seconds to comply.” Perez ordered briskly.


At the two Officers’ confirmation, Commander Perez absently
tugged on his left earlobe as he added, “Lieutenant Naxos, ready the Drones.”


Diana marked the countdown against the rhythm of her
thudding heart as the entire crew held at the ready.


“Not responding, Sir.” Dane finally reported, the given time
allotment spent.


“Belgrum, initiate Assault Drone attack.” The Executive
Officer ordered, not missing a beat. “Decoys to maintain protective formation.”


“Yes, Commander. Initiating Drone attack.” The Braxien
Tactical Officer responded, aquamarine eyes bright with intensity as he visually
speared his panel and directed the Drones.


Diana rapidly switched her view back and forth between her
station’s board and the view screen, as space was once more ripped open and
cluttered. Immediately after releasing their dual missile payloads, two–dozen
formally stealthed Assault Drones suddenly appeared in the path before and to
the periphery of the oncoming Karukai fighters.


The Ops and Intel Officer watched spellbound as with minimal
preamble, nine Karukai starfighters shook and then exploded with missile
impact. Two other crimson–painted vessels actually careened into each other in
an instinctual effort to avoid the chasing missiles, causing one to spin out of
control in the gravity–free realm of space, and the other to crack and then
burst apart like a clay pot loaded with gun–power lit aflame.


“Eleven out of thirty fighters down, Commander.” Naxos
reported, figures Adeline could read from her own panel.


Having recovered from the sneak attack, the Karukai pilots
now trained their attention on the Assault Drones; Drones that had no more
missiles and only single cannons remaining. Very quickly, the tables began to
be turn as one, two, three, and then four Assault Drones were taken out of play
by expert Karukai marksmanship.


Diana raptly noted that the Karukai were deliberately
refraining from employing their own missiles. She didn’t need to be privy to
their orders to understand that the Scorpions were saving their missiles
for their much more critical target, the Excalibur herself. Their
strategy would be to knock out weapons and engines just as the Quorum
sanctioned ship had done to their own Watcher, then work for outright
capture or destruction.


Given the state of their Juggernaut, Diana would lay
odds that the latter attack option would be the winner. Diana knew gambling was
entirely applicable to what the next few minutes would signify: the survival or
destruction of Excalibur based on whether the Karukai Scorpions
landed enough successful missile strikes. 


 * * * * * 


“Karukai Starfighters are now within range, Commander.”
Diana reported, nerves almost painfully humming with tension.


“Adeline, order Ghost Squadron to engage; hit and run
only.” Marcus directed, not wanting to destroy the Drones and the Excalibur’s
remaining secret advantage, both the hidden Assault models and the defensive
Decoys. Diana understood that Marcus had just made the difficult yet
realistically, only choice he could: to not have Excalibur fire
her weapons again but rather, switch the star–battle to up close and personal.


“Yes Commander.” Diana responded, instantly issuing the
command code.


Two more drones shattered the dark of space before Ghost
Squadron had engaged the Karukai. Moving in what Diana recognized as a
Helix 4 flight pattern, the five Astra constructed fighters were able to
immediately lock–on and destroy two of the Karukai fighters, but then the
tables were turned. In the face of such numerical disparity, only too quickly,
the Excalibur fighter pilots found themselves switched from offensive to
desperately defensive maneuvers.


Since it was her job as Operations Officer to monitor and
direct starfighter activity, Diana transferred the majority of her attention to
the small ship to ship combat unfolding within the space between the battlecruiser
and much smaller frigate.


Striving to maintain the necessary modicum of detachment,
Diana watched, mesmerized, as the blood–red and royal–blue and silver
starfighters wove to and fro in a frenetic yet strangely beautiful pattern of
give and take, life and death. Tumbles, turns, climbs, drops, and spirals were
all executed with balletic grace and agility as the best of the Karukai and of
the Quorum tested each other’s limits in deadly appraisal.


With a dizzying dual–flip and reverse, another crimson
Karukai fighter met a grizzly end delivered by none other than Major Maren King
in Ghost 1. Yet the cost did not even out.


Seconds later, Ghost 4 was pinioned by the full
cannon–discharges of three separate Karukai fighters, ripping through the Human
piloted snub–ship like pebbles shot with a hand–sling at a taught sheet of rice–paper.


“Excalibur, this is Ghost 1; we’ve lost Ensign
Smithson.” King’s voice cut into the Bridge’s open Comm channel a moment later,
her tone carefully blank.


“Understood, Major.” Diana replied, forcing her own voice to
maintain its steady cadence. “Sending Assault Drones in for another strike.”


“Negative, negative, Ops. The Vamps are splitting off
to strike home!” King’s smoky–toned voice shot off over the Comm even as Diana
watched her execute a climb, roll, and thruster boost to avoid the three
Karukai fighters trailing her Striker.


The Excalibur’s third in command recognized Major
King’s claim as truth a moment later. Nine of the remaining seventeen Karukai Scorpions
peeled away from their comrades to make straight for the Quorum frigate.


“Lieutenant Naxos, ready the Assault Drones for another run;
target between our fighters and theirs.” Diana Adeline ordered a heartbeat
later, decision made as she reviewed probable outcome scenarios.


“Yes, Lieutenant Commander; initiating Assault Drone
Attack.” Belgrum promptly responded.


“Major, it’s too hot for Ghost Squadron. Break away
attack and reform within Decoy Drone perimeter, astern of Excalibur.”


“But Lieutenant Commander,” King started.


“That’s an order, Major.” Adeline cracked out, knowing that
every second wasted was precious and only too likely to be paid for in lives.


“Yes, Sir. Ghost withdrawing and moving to new position.”
The Wing–Commander answered. Adeline could hear King’s frustration, but her
better sense won out over the impulse to argue her orders.


Diana and the rest of the Bridge and CIC crew watched with weighted
breath as the Excalibur’s Assault drones interposed themselves between
the remaining four starfighters of Ghost Squadron, and the eight avidly
pursuing Karukai fighters. Eight became seven then six as the Drones did the
work they were designed for, yet the price was the entire lot of deployed V.I.
operated assault craft. Still, the strategy was a success in the sense that the
remaining four of Excalibur’s starfighters made it to safety, at least
temporarily.


The action was also abetted by the fact that after a
minute’s pursuit, it was clear that the six Karukai Scorpions had been
given the order to withdraw as they tore away from the chase to regroup with
their fellows who were closing directly in on the frigate.


“Karukai fighters are firing!” Lieutenant Chopa called out.


Sure enough, over two score of kobalt powered thruster
trails streaked behind Karukai missiles towards the QS Excalibur.


Like a heat–fever induced mirage, twenty Decoy Drones, much
smaller than their combat oriented cousins, shimmered into view as they
intercepted the Karukai missile fire. Each decoy captured the navigation and
targeting software of the racing enemy projectiles, individually convincing the
warheads to lock onto a drone as being the Excalibur itself. Missiles
and drones alike shattered at impact, creating a fire–work like cavalcade of
detonation and shooting debris. The ploy had caused the Scorpions to
spend half of their entire missile load.


Yet the maneuver’s success had not been complete.


Two final missiles streaked forward and collided with the
frigate, the resultant impact causing Diana to be jerked left and right in her station
seat, only her safety harness and the shock–frame of her chair keeping her from
being spilled across the deck of the bridge with bone–bruising force.


“Lieutenant Jaxx, report!” Marcus spat out, coughing like
someone who had just mis–swallowed lunch.


“Shields absorbed much of the impact; minimal damage to Deck
11. Systems and Shields still fully functional.” The red–haired Senior Systems
Officer answered calmly and succinctly, deft fingers flying across his console
as he monitored and managed the results of the hit.


“Good.” Perez responded, then cocking his short–shorn head
to the side, rapped out “Naxos, prepare to fire all Quad cannon batteries;
Starburst 6 pattern.”


Nodding grimly to herself as she worked, now that the Decoys
were spent and had executed their purpose admirably, Diana knew Marcus’s intent
was to capture missiles that would be only too imminent, as well as eliminate
Karukai starfighters.


“Karukai fighters firing missiles once more.” Lieutenant Chopa
conveyed, and Diana could hear the slight catch in his otherwise steady voice.


“Firing all cannon batteries!” Lieutenant Belgrum Naxos
rasped even as he keyed the final command.


Reminiscent of an exploding star in design, all of the
frigate’s cannons simultaneously discharged in four–burst patterns, ammunition
slicing through space, incoming missiles, and Karukai Scorpions alike to
devastating effect. So quick was the attack and impact, Diana had absolutely no
time to register the effectiveness of the cavalcade, before another series of
jarring slams rocked Excalibur like the hand of an angry titan grasping
the ship and shaking the vessel in fury.


Feeling the coppery taste of blood bloom in her mouth from
the unintended slashing of tooth to tongue, Diana raked her gaze over incoming
data feeds while Jaxx grated out “Decks 9, 10, and 11 hit; assessing damage.”


“All but two Karukai fighters have been eliminated!” Diana
announced a moment later, a feeling of fierce triumph racing through her entire
being as she worked on assessment.


“Excellent. Diana, send Ghost Squadron to mop
up what’s left of those Karukai bastards!” Perez growled, jaw fixed.


“Yes, Sir. Command issued.” Diana knew Marcus wanted to set Ghost
Squadron to work rather than spend the Excalibur’s precious, heavy–hitting
ammunition stores that were the ship’s best defensive and offensive recourse
against larger vessels.


“Commander, significant damage to Deck 11.” Tildon Jaxx reported
a moment later, his freckles standing in stark contrast to his pale skin as he
looked down his long nose to capture the life–lending data. “The Cargo Bay is
all but blown and Cannon Batteries 7 and 8 are out; Missile Batteries 5 and 6
are still functional. Minimal damage to Decks 9 and 10.”


“They were targeting our Computer Core and Information
Systems on Deck 9.” Claudius Chopa hissed.


“And probably, our Engine Core on Deck 10.”  Engineering
Officer Gareth Philips supplemented from his CIC station over the ever–open Command
Deck Comm Channel.


“Ghost Squadron is engaging.” Adeline announced,
attention split between her job as starfighter squadron coordinator and damage
assessment responsibilities as the ship’s Operations Officer.


The Bridge and CIC crew could hear the four Ghost
Squadron fighter pilots chatter as they engaged the remaining Karukai Scorpions,
and if one thing was clear above all else, it was that the Quorum pilots were
out for blood.


Whether due to pure skill or because the Karukai had lost
heart from the whipping they’d taken, the starfighter battle was short–lived. Wing–Commander
King and her subordinates cut through the last Karukai like a scythe through ripe
fields of golden wheat at harvest time. When the last Scorpion became a
soon to fade memory in the impersonal starlight, the entire crew of the Excalibur
let out a cry of triumph.


A huge grin on his face, Marcus announced over the Comm “My
compliments, Major King and Ghost Squadron! I owe you a drink.”


“Drink? Commander, I think you owe me and the rest of Ghost
Squad dinner, and I mean to collect.” King’s lazy drawl sounded in
response, and Diana could hear the humor and…


Was that a slight challenge in the Major’s voice?


“I think maybe I do at that, Major.” Perez responded,
nonplussed, though Diana caught the warm glow of appreciation in his expressive
eyes before he turned his attention to the rest of the company of Excalibur.



“Well done, crew!” Marcus proclaimed, and Diana could see
the pride he felt at that moment alight his ruggedly fetching features. A smile
was tugging at his mouth that threatened to dissolve the "Commander’s Mask"
and let loose the excited boy within. “I want…”


“Commander, Commander!” Rygel interrupted, and Diana could swear
that the pale–eyed Communications Officer would have literally leapt straight
out of his station chair in excitement, if he’d not still been held in place by
a safety–harness. “I just captured an incoming transmission, bounced through
our Communications and Sensors relays.” Waving his hand about the air like a
man madly trying to flag down a transport, Rygel blurted, “It’s the Captain and
Lieutenant Z’arr! They’re alive and have made Outpost J2!”


Diana literally felt the breath snatched from her lungs and vision
was momentarily reduced to a scattershot of fine pin–points. Her entire frame shook
with warring emotion; carefully gripped fear, anxiety, and newborn, tentative
relief all colliding into an overpowering crow of joy.


Avara!


The name was both an appellation and prayer, life and love
made manifest. For once losing some of her hard won discipline, Diana could
feel the tears immediately rush and gather in her eyes.


Marcus’s full–bellied laugh of unfettered jubilation bounded
throughout the Bridge as his "Commander’s Mask" was finally
relinquished and his ever lurking, child–like joy of the surrounding world
broke through like sunlight chasing away storm clouds. Reacquainted with sight
and meeting her dear friend’s gaze for a heartbeat, at that moment and for the
first time in weeks, Diana witnessed the stuff of life return to Marcus, as it
had to her.


Their shared moment muted but unbroken, Marcus queried “What
else, Dane?”


His body literally aquiver with suppressed excitement, Diana
watched as Dane rapidly scanned the incoming data and communique. “A reissue of
coordinates; matches those left by the rescue beacon we’d found… Let’s see,
let’s see… ah… yes… oh no… plus troublant,”


Diana, somewhat familiar with Old Terran French, cut off
Dane’s self–directed ramblings and asked sharply “What is most
troubling?”


“It seems that they have infiltrated the Outpost… and having
sliced into terminals, discovered that the Outpost is a Cloning Research and
Production Facility.” Dane responded immediately, a slightly sheepish
expression on his face though he refused to remove his eyes from the still
incoming data streaming across his station’s holo–display. “Captain Serros has
determined that it is imperative to the safety of the Quorum Systems to destroy
the Clone Tanks and ensure word reaches the Quorum because… given the locale
and number of clones in production, the Karukai must be preparing for a
large scale offensive.”


“Also,” Dane appended, his voice dropping an octave as
excitement wavered, “the Captain says that their presence has been detected.”


“Damn!” Marcus let loose. “Has Ca’rrakk made contact
yet?” Perez asked Diana, intent.


“No, not as of yet.”


“I want Ghost back here on the double, ammunition replaced
and refueled, and then sent out as back–up and an escort for Ca’rrakk and
Captain Serros.” He ordered, all business once more, yet his eyes held a dangerous
glint.


Though she would never spend any life needlessly, they both
knew Avara well enough to understand the full implications of her message. Having
deemed the cloning facility a severe threat, without any other alternatives,
Captain Serros would destroy the base herself, no matter what the risk to her
person or life. They had to give Avara alternatives, before it was too
late.


“Yes, Commander.” Diana answered, she and the EXO understanding
Avara and one another perfectly.


“Also, Dane, send out an offer to the Karukai Captain for a
peaceful separation as well as help in rescue efforts.”


Peering at his console, Rygel added minute later, “Captain
Ner’kai refuses the offer on both counts, and says that any who attempt to
board will be immediately attacked and that the crew of the Watcher will
fight to the last soldier, as befitting the glory of the Karukai.”


“Glory, huh?” Marcus repeated, the exasperation and derision
he felt clearly audible. “Very well. Respond that we’ll leave them to their own
devices, Dane. Any hostile actions will be met with an immediate and final
response.”


“Yes, Commander.”


“Damage and Systems report?” Perez asked a second later,
giving Adeline the time she needed to manage his search and rescue commands as
he turned towards Lieutenant Jaxx.


“Tech teams are working on emergency repairs. All systems
functional except for the damaged batteries.” Tildon responded, voice
cautiously optimistic.


“We’re still up and running.” Adeline supplemented a second
later. “We lost most of our back–up provisions with the damage to the Cargo
Bay, so repair supplies will be limited. So far, two casualties reported. Six
crew members are in Medical Bay too injured to perform their duties; seconds
already put in place.”


“Good. After hull–breach repairs, I want repair priority
given first to our Quad Cannon Batteries, then to restocking repair supplies
with our Assemblers.” Marcus rattled out, his rumble a font of determined
efficiency. “Also, make sure…”


“Commander, another communique pick–up!” Rygel interrupted
for the second time.


“Captain Serros?” Diana asked before Marcus could, her heart
slamming painfully against her ribcage.


Shaking his fair–haired head, Rygel answered “No, our extended
sensors have picked up the signature of incoming ships, two in total, including…
oh, mon Dieu! A Karukai Dreadnaught!”


Diana could feel the heat of her body seep away as if she’d
been locked inside of a casket let loose into the frigid nothingness of space.


“How far out are they, Dane? Claudius?”


“They will break QGST… in approximately two and a half
hours, Commander.” Lieutenant Claudius Chopa answered, collating Rygel’s
communication data with sensor and navigation scans.


“Then we have two and a half hours to retrieve the Captain
and Lieutenant Z’arr and jump system.” The Executive Officer announced through
gritted teeth, jaw quivering with tension. “That, or send a message back home
including our final requests.” His voice and gaze were filled with intensity, the
sentiment matching Diana’s own resolve.


Two and a half hours.


















CHAPTER 26


“I have it!” K’llan exclaimed, almost forgetting to keep her
voice to a whisper in the excitement of discovery. She could see her own
eagerness mirrored in Avara’s cerulean eyes, glowing in dark of the low–lit
research office as she turned her questioning gaze to K’llan.


“Here, on the first floor; the Communications Hub is located
in the same room as the Systems Core.” Shifting impatiently in her seat as she
rapidly scanned the speeding data spilling over the feed for the second
critical location they required, K’llan found her efforts answered with
frustration.


“I do not understand why I cannot locate the Cloning Tanks!
The information seems to have been deliberately kept clean from local system
files. It simply does not make sense; the volume of the projections
necessitates a major investment in space.” Z’arr muttered, feeling precious
time trickle by as she wrestled with the mystery.


“My guess is that the production purpose of the facility is
kept secret even from most people stationed at the Outpost.” Avara offered a
moment later, brow crinkled in thought. “Instead of directly looking for our
missing tanks, see if you can capture programs and resources that would be
necessary for breeding an army.”


“Ah! Like energy expenditure and routing!” K’llan exclaimed,
immediately understanding what her Human companion was suggesting.


“Exactly.”


“Let’s see… no, no, irrelevant…” With her hands and
mind moving at a rate that, thanks to her Arca Enhancements, all but matched a
speeding air–car, K’llan exerted every ounce of focus and mental processing
power to finding the missing link.


Where are you?


Where was the connection, the key to identifying the tank
placement?


“And… there!” The former STF Agent announced several minutes
later, slowing to process and fully trace the data. “Mm. The unusually potent
and numerous power generators seem to primarily supply an underground facility,
constructed some… thirty–eight feet below where we are now on the first floor.”


“That’s great!” Avara whispered in clear admiration.


Ignoring the flush of pleasure she felt at the praise,
K’llan continued, “By cross–referencing the power relays with air–duct and ventilation
placement, it seems that the production part of the facility spans some two–miles
and is accessible through… an entrance on this floor in a small room that is
suspiciously unlabeled on the outpost schematics.”


Almost absently cracking her neck to release gathered
tension, Z’arr switched her focus and drilled deeper into the facility’s
systems, accessing Security by means of the terminal she sat at and her CPA software.


After several more minutes of work, K’llan reported to Avara
“I am downloading the location and facility maps to our CPAs, and, I
have hacked into the system and set up an identification and clearance code so
we should be able to enter any secure portion of the facility. Firing it
to your CPA now.”


“Glad you’re with me, Lieutenant.” Avara offered with a wink
and a crooked half–smile, again sending a surge of satisfaction to the Vosaia.
“All that’s left is to erase our presence in the systems; just in case.”


She knew! Avara knew exactly how she and her expressions are
affecting me.


The thought struck K’llan with the suddenness of a fighter–launch,
though surprise quickly faded away with recognition. By means of a rather
loudly broadcasted sense of playfulness, the Human woman was deliberately psychically
communicating her sincere approbation, all the while reading K’llan’s emotional
responses.


Nyeria, indeed.


Pausing a moment to meet Serros’s gaze, K’llan could not
help but quirk her brow and shoot her own response towards Avara.


“Yes?” The Shield Operative asked with an exaggerated pose
of innocence.


K’llan offered only a mysterious smile as an answer. “Later,
Captain Avara Serros; later.”


“You’re on.” The Captain responded, switching her attention
back to maintaining vigilance against discovery and the task at hand. “My guess
is that our best option to shut clone production down would be to disrupt or
overload the power directly supplying the tanks.”


While K’llan worked to negate all traces and electronic
signatures of their data mining and tampering, Avara, K’llan noted, was alternating
her attention between memorizing the facility’s schematics and maintaining
watch.


“I believe you are correct, and so to ensure that the
Karukai cannot simply repair the tanks and begin anew, the better option would
be an overload.”


“Agreed.”


“Okay, we have finished here.” K’llan communicated a triplet
of minutes later, quickly stretching her arms and back as she rose from the
seat. She then carefully replaced every item back to its original placement at
the work–station.


“Very good.” Keying her armor’s helmet activation toggle, Serros’s
head was enclosed and features entirely hidden behind a tinted pane within the span
of a few heartbeats. “We’ll make for the Communication’s Hub first, then the
Cloning Tanks.”


“Understood.” K’llan rejoined, activating her own helmet.


After peering through the glass door for several seconds,
Avara holstered her weapon, assumed a casual pose, and then whispered, “Here we
go” before opening the portal and exiting the small office they had been
working in.The two moved cautiously though the central building’s wide hallways.
At times, soft evening light felt more revealing than Dantis’s three suns
combined, especially against the almost glaringly white walls. Relying heavily
on their SP and DSA Enhancements to pick up sounds of the night–watch moving
about the interior, and then using speed to quickly avoid or make cover, K’llan
and Avara ever so gradually closed distance to the Comm and Systems Hub.


Having to maintain a constant awareness and a high level of
calm while moving through a building filled with hostiles that if alerted, would
not hesitate to painfully torture, enslave, or murder interlopers, was
emotionally demanding, to say the least. K’llan was grateful for the extensive
infiltration, stealth operation, and sabotage training she had received as a
STF Agent, for it served her well now. Watching the easy skill and knowledge
that Avara had employed throughout this whole trying mission, K’llan knew with
certainty that the Human Captain had received the exact same flavor of
training.


Her skillset undoubtedly stemmed from her status as both a Vigil
Star Program pick, the VSs’ being the Human equivalent to the Vosaia Strategic
Task Forces Agents, and of course, her Shield Operative ranking.


K’llan almost had to stifle a laugh as she considered how at
odds Avara’s training must be at times with her instinctual, front–forward,
almost aggressive approach to most hostile obstacles.


As they deliberately made their way through lower–traffic,
smaller side–hallways rather than one of the Outpost’s major arteries, K’llan
and Avara passed several large, long–table lab rooms and numerous smaller offices
identical to the one they had occupied earlier. While in–system, K’llan had
discovered that Outpost J2 was home to some one–hundred and twenty free souls,
including soldiers, techs, administrative and maintenance personal, and a large
research team comprised of an impressive forty senior and junior level
scientists.


The number of offices and work stations clearly provided
physical evidence of the retrieved data, and the brain–trust invested in this
secret facility was truly astounding.


K’llan could not help but to agree with Captain Serros’s
assessment that the Outpost represented one of the most significant threats to
the security and autonomy of the entire Quorum Systems since the Karukai
initiated, Dark Reach Wars. Those horrific years had resulted in the Gorath
loss of their homeworld Ranoth, the conquest of the Irdoi world of Satnar, and the
forfeiture of one of the earliest efforts at Vosaia colonization from before
the Blood Schism, the planet Firrel.


In addition to lost planets, a score of space stations and asteroid
colonies had also been taken or utterly destroyed by Karukai expansion efforts.
The dreadful reality of the conflict produced by the Eternal Imperium’s
aggression during the twenty–two year war had resulted in billions of enslaved
and slain people throughout known space.


Having caught sound of yet another patrolling guard, Z’arr
and Serros noiselessly stole into a small side office. Avoiding detection, both
women crouched low to the ground behind the work–station. As they silently
waited for the immediate danger of discovery to pass, K’llan’s mind again
restlessly turned towards the meaning behind the creation of a Karukai clone
army so close to border space. The preparation for conflict comparable to the
magnitude of the Dark Reach Wars was a horrifying vision to consider, and yet,
given the evidence she and Avara had accrued, the intent appeared to be
irrefutable. Yes, K’llan Z’arr understood the significance of Outpost J2 only
too well.


The sobering thought lodged in K’llan’s core with painful
weight and on a selfish level, it took on added meaning. Even now, K’llan could
feel the ever present hum of the Human’s nya in the background of her
consciousness, as inextricable and as steady as her own heartbeat.


The arduous journey across Dantis had pushed their connection
and relationship to levels that K’llan had never thought she would personally
experience. As the miles had been eaten away step by step and the two had met each
and every demanding challenge before them, uncertainty had dissolved along with
once extant psychic and cognitive barriers. What had been discovered behind
those barriers was precious beyond all measure.


And now we are on a mission that poses a very realistic
threat to surviving the day, let alone the dangers galaxy–wide war with the
Karukai would bring.


Sensing the dark flavor of her emotions, Avara placed one
gauntleted hand on her forearm. Though she could not see Serros’s familiar
features beyond the tinted visor, she could feel and see Avara’s
thoughts woven before her, like a brilliant tapestry comprised of jewel–toned
threads set into astoundingly intricate patterns. Avara was deliberately
sending an expression of understanding, immense affection, and unarguable
resolve to see the mission through. The effect was reinvigoration of heart and
purpose alike. K’llan answered in kind, and with a slight nod, the two left the
shadows and the patrolling guard behind to slip out of the research office and continue
their path to the Hub.


After what seemed like years but was in reality closer to two
or so hours, at the end–point of one of the major central hallways of the
structure, K’llan and Avara reached the outer–area of their destination. A
carefully captured glance at the Communication Hub and Systems Core’s wide
entryway from around a corner unsurprisingly, yet no less problematically,
revealed two guards standing at attention to either side of the sealed doorway.
Neither sported the lighting chevrons on their standard issue crimson armor
that would mark them as Varda, yet their presence still represented a
significant obstacle.


K’llan found herself wishing once more that they still had
all of their personal and standard issue Nova Squad gear, rather than their
borrowed Karukai equipment and weapons. A fully adaptable Zadex assault to
sniper rifle would prove more than adequate to noiselessly take the Karukai
guards out of the equation. As it stood, they would have to find another
solution.


Dispelling the tint to her visor with a quick toggle, Avara
made several motions with her hands and silently mouthed a few words.


Nodding her understanding of the plan, K’llan confirmed her
go–ahead and, after straightening their posture, the two casually walked
towards the Karukai guards as if they had every right to be strolling down the
Outpost’s corridors at approximately four in the morning. The sentries did not
immediately react, buying K’llan and Avara precious seconds to close the
distance. But then, as monotony and sleep induced mental lethargy were shaken
off, the Karukai recognized that they were wearing helmets and more, that their
visors were unnecessarily tinted in the fabricated light of the facility’s
interior. 


“What are you doing here at this time in the morning?” The
lead guard on the left asked in the Karukai tongue of K’avenas. K’llan could feel
boredom give way to subtle suspicion as the guard’s rose colored eyes narrowed
and her left hand twitched towards the mag–clipped sidearm at her waist.


“There is some sort of system’s fluctuation that seems to be
originating from the Core. We were sent to run a quick diagnostic before
calling in the techs.” K’llan answered easily, keeping her voice level and the
nervous spike of her emotions well–contained in case the Karukai, just as
gifted and skilled in empathic ability as Vosaia, were able to read her
anxiety.


“We did not receive any notification.” The second guard
answered, her delicate features narrowed in confusion as pace by pace, the two
disguised Squadmates continued their unhurried advance. 


Just a few more feet…


“Hmm. Surprising. I wonder if the fluctuation is interfering
with communications?” K’llan answered, projecting professional curiosity and
mild concern.


And…


“I better call…”


Now!


As one, K’llan and Avara sped forward into action.
Leveraging her momentum, K’llan used her right forearm and elbow to slam into
the starboard Karukai’s unprotected head with bone–shattering force. At the
same time, her left reflexively shot out to push the woman’s pistol gripping opposite
hand to the side. K’llan found the pop signifying the Karukai’s neck was
successfully snapped to be satisfying for all of a single heartbeat.


 Until the crack of a stray bullet cut through the quiet
corridors.


“Damn!” Captain Serros muttered, having also dispatched her
target.


Unfortunately, K’llan’s guard had, though dead, reflexively
squeezed the trigger of her drawn Nadir–make pistol; fired neurons had not
quite registered the morbid finality of death. K’llan was able to track a
single frayed hole marking the bullet’s entry into the left–most wall which was
thankfully, not constructed of glass but rather molded durexium.


“Let’s get them inside on the double.” The Captain commanded,
taking up a guard position while K’llan quickly entered the security key she
had fabricated earlier.


Without protest the doors hissed open, revealing a
large, tech smelling room replete with blinking lights and sensors housing
multiple control panels and boards, as well as power distribution conduits. K’llan
easily spotted the room’s two main control stations, Systems and
Communications. As was semi–standard design, each control station was fairly
large, with six straight and distinct outer sides that almost perfectly
resembled a dodecagon sliced in half.


Rapidly lifting the two dead guards over their shoulders, K’llan
was momentarily struck by the humorous, yet somehow totally inappropriate
thought, that she had been spending significantly too much time slinging corpses
lately.


While K’llan set to splicing into the Communications Control
Station some twelve feet into the room’s interior, Avara quickly locked the
door from the inside and then proceeded to hack into the portal’s software as
well as manual control panel to render the lock inoperable from the other side.


 When Avara finished her task and, just as K’llan had done,
toggled the helmet retraction button, K’llan very briefly looked up to meet the
Captain’s eyes. “I am sorry.”


“No need for an apology. Could have happened to either one of
us.” The Human responded, tone conveying her sincerity.


Z’arr knew the assertion to be true, yet still…


“Maybe they won’t notice. Besides, look at it this way,”
Avara began, offering her infectious, crooked half–grin that the Vosaia had
grown so very fond of. “If it had been me, there’s no doubt that the entire
Outpost would be awake and armed because glass would’ve been sprayed everywhere,
rather than just a nicked wall.”


Despite her apprehension, K’llan could not help but to laugh
at Avara’s reference to their on–going, personal joke. “Well, I suppose we must
be thankful then.”


“Exactly.” Serros responded, moving to explore the room
while they had a chance to do so.


The Lieutenant was only a few minutes into the
Communications System when a syncopated bring–bring sound of what could
only represent a facility alert suddenly blared through the building’s walls.


“Well, I guess they noticed after all.” Avara quipped,
taking up a readied position next to the Vosaia, rifle in hand. Though not an
ideal place for battle, the Central Control Station offered the most dedicated
protection of any barrier within the room, designed with triple–paned durexium
sheets to ensure control safety. K’llan knew Avara intended that they
capitalize on that advantage if cornered; they would have few others.


 “Keep at it, Lieutenant.” The Human encouraged.


“At it.” Z’arr increased her already frantic pace. The
security measures were definitively a significant step–up from standard Karukai
protocols.


Probably, she mused sarcastically to herself, because
we are attempting to break into systems located on a secret base in the middle
of Black Space.


Four minutes later, with a surge of triumph K’llan
announced, “I am in! Embedding the drafted communique to Excalibur in
both primary and junk feeds in case the Karukai capture the outgoing
transmission.”


“Well done.” Captain Serros complimented.


Just then, a thud–thunk–bang sounded against the
jimmied doors of the Control Core, causing K’llan to half jump out of her seat
before forcing herself to settle back into the chair and continue. “I need five
more minutes.”


“You’ll have it.” Avara answered, her voice steady as she
unclipped one of the last three K–Grenades that they possessed.


Ignoring the looming threat and effort of enemy entry
quickly became one of the most nerve–trying tasks she had ever set herself to,
but K’llan was determined to complete their mission.


Cocking her head and capturing some sound that K’llan did
not have the time to detect or analyze, Avara commented a few minutes later
“They’ve set charges.”


“Almost there.”


“Understood.” Though still maintaining her position behind
the control station’s more protected siding, Avara stood up, fists clenched and
arms half raised. Sparing a quick glance, K’llan noted the kobalt infused light
that gradually superimposed and then bled from Avara’s naturally night–blue
orbs.


“I hear a timer.” She announced through gritted teeth.


“A few more seconds!” K’llan proclaimed. Then, “Message
sent! It’s done, Avara!”


“Get down!” The Captain ordered just before a booming
explosion tore through the room’s doors and entryway.


Before the smoke and dust had even begun to dissipate, Avara
Serros pushed outward with both fists like a person executing free–weight lifts,
peeling her fingers to an open–palm position a second before dark, cerulean
light blasted forth and through the portal.


Panes of durexium from shorn walls shrieked in ear grinding
protest as the kobalt powered blast ripped them apart. The crystalline sound of
shattered glass rained throughout the now open doorway, only to continue down
the immediate and adjacent hallways. Cries of humanoid voices and the thudding
of flesh to metal and glass accompanied the sound of spinning crystal.


Half–shaking with the exertion but exhibiting no hesitation,
Serros then hand–launched the readied grenade down the same open path. The act
issued a second, blasting explosion followed by more cries from scorched
throats that were unceremoniously silenced in the almost eerily quiet
aftermath.


“It seems that you managed to maintain your ongoing habit of
glass obliteration after all, Avara.” K’llan finally remarked into the hush.


“Ah,” she replied with a slightly horse laugh. “So I did.
Wouldn’t want to disappoint you.”


“I will remember you said that.” K’llan responded dryly.


“I’m sure you will.” Avara returned as she retrieved rifle
to hand and her volcanic gaze speared the corridor beyond for signs of the
enemy. K’llan knew she was alternating her visual spectrum and acuity to peer
through dust and walls alike.


“Erase our presence and what you did.” Avara added a second
later, still scanning. 


“Erasing.” K’llan replied as she bent back to work,
finishing the undertaking in short order. Yet half a dozen heartbeats in,
K’llan came upon something that tickled at her mind, like a forgotten memory
demanding acknowledgement.


Wait, what is this? Why…


“Avara! They… a coded command has been sent, following
standard procedure of an Alert Level Three, Infiltration Protocol. The Facility
Director, Dr. Y’sar… she plans to vent all prisoner cells!”


“Can you override?” Avara asked.


“No. An override can only be performed with the proper,
physical command card. Y’sar is currently sequestered in her Office.”


“Is it possible for you to release the cells?” The Shield
fired, mind desperately questing for a solution.


Shaking her head, the Vosaia answered “No, not from here.”


“How long?”


“Less than thirty seconds!”


“Okay,” Serros responded. “Is there anything you can do to
delay the action?”


“Let’s see, let’s see…” K’llan muttered, tearing
through ideas and console information alike. “I can initiate a maintenance
cycle of the ventilation system, which should automatically postpone the air–retraction
progression!” Moving her fingers across the sienna colored holo–keyboard at a
pace lightning would admire, K’llan began her attempt even before Avara had acknowledged
the suggestion.


“Got it! We now have ten minutes before the maintenance cycle
is complete and the venting protocol kicks in.”


“Superb! And our presence?”


“Wiped.” K’llan confirmed. “And while I was at it, I set the
system–controls to lock in several Karukai quarters. It should slow down
hostile engagement.”


“Well done again, K’llan.” Avara stated fervently, then
added, “Lieutenant, I need you to make it to Director Y’sar’s office. Get that
Command Card and free the prisoners.”


Captured by Avara’s intense gaze, the Vosaia whispered: “You
are going to go after the Cloning Tanks.”


“Yes. I will help get you most of the way, then I’m going to
leave it up to you to make sure that the test subjects leave here alive; that all
of you make it out.”


K’llan could feel Avara’s intent, radiating off of
her with the force of a supernova. Not only was Serros determined that the
mission would succeed, but she was equally resolute to make sure that K’llan
survived, even if she herself did not.


“No.” K’llan said, nya shrieking with refusal to
accept Avara’s proposition. “We will succeed together, at both objectives.”


“We have to guarantee word will reach the Quorum, K’llan. It’s
the best way to ensure success, and the only way to immediately save over
thirty lives. Or are you content to just leave the prisoners to their fate? ”
Avara grated out, brutally wielding the truth. Worse, K’llan knew that the
Human, her Nyeria, understood her well enough to recognize that ordering
K’llan would not be enough; she had to convince her of where her duty lay.
“We’re running out of time, K’llan.”


“We will split and I will ensure the escape of the slaves,
then I will rejoin and aid you.” Seeing that Avara was about to continue the
argument, K’llan added “We are running out of time, Captain. Nine
minutes until the maintenance cycle is complete.”


“Very well.” Serros growled, mouth an angry slash and those
marvelous eyes aflame with frustration and for now, tempered acquiescence.


Just as K’llan held no secrets from Avara in the face of
their bond, the same was true in reverse. K’llan fully understood that the Quorum
Shield Operative intended to complete the mission before K’llan reunited
with her, even as the Vosaia was equally determined to negate the possibility.


“Time to go.” The Captain announced as they caught the sound
of pounding footsteps.


Nodding in response, the two activated their Physical
Dexterity, Speed, and Agility Enhancements and swooshed out of the
Control Room and through the debris filled hallways at breakneck speed.


















CHAPTER 27


Without pause or lessening her pace in the least, Avara
snaked her left arm around the startled guard she and K’llan had just stumbled
upon while rounding a corner. Using her momentum, Serros carried the Karukai
for the space of an eye–blink before twisting the guard’s neck one–hundred and
eighty degrees around, leaving her lifeless corpse behind. At her right, Z’arr
finished off a second guard in like fashion.


With Arca speed unleashed, the two became heralds of death,
their blurred forms resembling wraiths bent on revenge as they devoured
distance and tore through each Karukai who dared to block their path. They had
almost reached the midway–point between the entrance to the underground Cloning
Lab and the Outpost Director’s Office when the two came upon the first
organized resistance since leaving the Comm and Sys Core behind.


Avara and K’llan half–skidded across the slick flooring to
take refuge behind one of the facility’s  security–station desks, avoiding the
ripping streams of rifle–fire by a hair. The sprays of rocketing bullets
mercilessly shredded into the confines of their cover, causing shards of
durexium, wood–silicate, and paint chips to spew forth in all directions from
the battered station. The seemingly ceaseless cacophony made Avara feel like
her ears were going to bleed with the strain.


Picturing the enemy’s location in her mind, Serros grimly
thumbed the activation switch on her second to last K–Grenade and sent is
sailing overhead in an arcing, backward toss. As they caught the cries of “Grenade!”
and “Move!,” Avara and K’llan hugged the ground and took sight with
their riffles. One by one, they began to methodically take out the fifteen or
so evading Karukai.


One, a person Avara assumed to be the Karukai Captain based
on the orders she was issuing, tossed two K–Grenades at Serros and Z’arr’s
position. Avara countered by neatly shooting each of the slow–sailing grenades,
causing them to explode mid–way between their position and the enemy’s.


The result was the issuance of yet another shower of glass
from all surrounding sides as the detonation reverberated throughout the
passageway. The Captain then made it her goal to take out the skilled Karukai
commander, issuing a relentless spray of rifle–fire. Yet the shorter statured woman
was able to evade the bullets and take cover behind the wall of the junction’s
left corridor.


For an instant, it appeared that Avara and K’llan’s efforts were
going to be stymied, with both the remaining Karukai forces and the Nova Squad
members dug–in and pinned down in their respective cover–points. In answer to
the quandary, Serros gave the Lieutenant a very specific signal and as one, they
sheathed their bodies in the dark–azure shroud of a K–Shield. Like avenging
specters, the two flew across the separating span and directly engaged the
Karukai.


Outpacing the rapidity of a hummingbird and moving with the
fluidity of falling water, Avara used her borrowed Karukai pistol to crack off
two shots directly into the throat of a half–risen Karukai soldier whose mind
had only barely registered her peril. Flesh tore and blood gushed free from the
fatal would. The liquid blended with the crimson tone of the pale skinned
woman’s armor as she dropped back to the ground in what resembled a staged free–fall
in a Vid.


The Human Quorum Shield was already twisting to face her
next three opponents, including the one she’d identified earlier as the unit’s
commanding officer. One soldier, a tall Karukai woman with long, arcing
cinnamon hued marks on her left cheek, managed to raise her own pistol and
begin shooting.


To Avara’s enhanced vision and speed, the bullets resembled
long, silvery buttons languidly working through thick honey. With almost casual
ease, Serros shifted her head to the left to avoid the slow–crawling threat and
then fired her own shots, squarely tagging the Karukai’s left shoulder. As the enemy
fell back from the slashing injury, Captain Serros then rocket–launched an open
palm to the chin of the second soldier, cracking her head back with life–rending
force, leaving only she and the final officer behind.


Out of the corner of her eye, Serros spied K’llan engaged
with the last three Karukai on her side of the corridor cross–roads.


The Karukai officer, revealing the unsuspected ownership of
an Arca DSA herself, capitalized on the Human’s distraction by raining rifle–fire
all along Serros’s body. Avara could feel the power of each slug, yet the K–Shield
absorbed every bruising impact and then reflected the bullet–fire more or less
back to its origin.


The rebounding slugs shredded into the Karukai commander and
the still whimpering soldier whom Avara had previously taken down.


Hostiles defeated, Avara turned to find that K’llan had
similarly finished off her own adversaries and with thoughts bent towards conservation,
the duo dropped their shields. The rich–blue faded to mere wisps before
disappearing altogether within moments.


Moving quickly, Captain Serros scooped up several K–Grenades
that were either still attached to Karukai harnesses or rolling loose–leaf on
the glass–sheeted floor. She also snagged and mag–clipped a second pistol as
well as several CDs. K’llan did the same, though by unspoken agreement she gave
the majority of the grenades she retrieved to Avara, who still had the task of
taking out an entire army of tanked Greys.


After mere seconds had been spent in retrieval and preparation,
it was time for the two to separate and address their distinct objectives. Despite
her certainty that as laid out, the course they had decided upon represented
the best chance for success and survival, Avara found it hard to bid her
companion goodbye.


Especially knowing that realistically, this moment could very
well represent their final parting.


Though showered with dust and debris, face faintly flushed
from exertion and her lustrous, sapphire–hued hair having slipped free of all
restraint, in that moment, teetering between life and death, Avara was pierced
by the Vosaia’s extraordinary beauty. Captured by the complexities of K’llan’s
glittering, lilac colored eyes, more than ever, Avara felt the splendor of this
woman’s soul.


It was a loveliness that easily transcended her undeniable
physical presence, encapsulated the very essence of each distinct element that
comprised the totality of who she was.  


 Without thought or censure, Avara swiftly closed the
distance between them and after pulling K’llan to her heart in a single, quick maneuver,
crushed the Vosaia’s lips with her own, hard.


For one, shining moment, Avara held the pose, allowing the
depth of her regard to be communicated, allowing herself to fully experience
K’llan’s unfettered response before releasing the kiss.


With her palms locked to Avara’s head and gaze rippling with
intensity, K’llan whispered passionately, “This is not goodbye, Avara
Serros. Do you understand? This is not goodbye.”


“I understand, K’llan Z’arr.” Avara answered, her normally
smooth alto rough with emotion.


“Be sure that you do.” K’llan’s tone both challenge and
promise.


With a nod, Avara silently stepped away from K’llan. When
she’d mastered herself enough to speak once more, Captain Serros, switching
gears, brusquely uttered “Maintain communication on our closed channel. If not
before, we will meet outside with the prisoners and gain control of the starfighters.”


“Yes. Stay safe.”


“You too.” Avara responded, and then having once more activated
her DSA, shot off down the corridor’s left hallway. Her target was laid bare
before her: the unnamed room that housed the entrance to the army that Karukai
scientists had bred to wreak destruction and despair upon the peoples and
worlds she had sworn no less than three separate oaths to protect until her
last, spent breath.


 * * * * * 


Continuing her pace, Avara reached the door to the room that
she and K’llan had determined to be the entrance to the tank sublevel in less
than a minute after parting ways from Z’arr. The white door was plain,
featuring a single plaque that designated the space as "Storage."


Yet in stark contrast to the room’s supposedly innocuous
purpose, a detachment of four Karukai soldiers stood smartly to attention,
barring access. Deciding the time for subtly was well over, Avara re–clipped
her Karukai pistol and drew both DZR assault rifles right before cornering the
hallway and then Arca speeding down the long–corridor towards the guards and
her goal.


Streams of controlled bursts of rife–fire mercilessly slashed
into the hallway and Karukai flesh alike as the soldiers tried but failed to
respond in time. Moving low to the ground, Avara was able to avoid the few
shots the quartet had been able to reply with before she stood over their fallen
forms.


Two were still alive, their moans of pain gurgling between
blood–frothed lips. One was attempting to move towards her abandoned rifle,
tracking a bloody smear along the once–pristine, snow hued floor. Tamping down
the part of her soul that even after all of these years as a solider and
operative still shrieked at the taking of life, Avara efficiently fired two
more short bursts, ending their misery.


Serros replaced the rifles at her back and quickly scanning
the dead, added a few more K–Grenades to her growing supply then moved to the
portal. It had been locked down, but with the code Lieutenant Z’arr had
crafted, Avara was able to gain entry in fairly short order.


The interior of the room was entirely unremarkable. Precisely
labeled, steel–colored metal crates stood neatly stacked throughout, organized
so as to create walkways in–between the piles. Though nothing appeared out of
the ordinary and certainly no entryway to a massive underground complex was
visible, after actuating her Arca TXL Enhancement and converting her visual
range to X–Ray mode, Captain Serros was just able to make out the half–blurred
outline of a double–door inset into the floor.


Careful to keep her back to the wall, Avara quickly knelt
down and, after finding a secreted lever behind a crate, suddenly the entire
back center floor began to shift and reorganize itself. Taking stacks of crates
with it, the floor split into three segments and pushed upward and then outward,
each unfolding like an accordion.


When the floor sections had ceased their transformation, an
open portal the size of an air–car was center–positioned in the back half of
the storage room. A straight coursed yet multi–flight, open–slatted staircase
of white durexium plunged into the faint gloom beyond.


Nadir DZR held at the ready, Avara took a deep breath and
began the decent, opting for silence rather than speed. Time seemed to crawl as
she made her way down the clock–wise turning stairs. After she’d exhausted forty
or so feet of movement, Avara came to a platform that continued left, right,
and forward of her position.


Yet it wasn’t reaching the main level of her destination
that immediately gave pause to Captain Avara Serros, but instead, it was the
unbelievable sight that greeted her.


Rows upon rows of loaded Cloning–Tanks affixed to hydraulic–lift
trees filled the entirety of the massive, subterranean complex for acre after
acre, as far as the natural eye could see. Each tank held what appeared to be
post–pubescent yet still adolescent, entirely hairless, gray–skinned female
clones. Every still developing clone was peacefully sleeping in pale blue,
viscous life–sustaining liquid, a sort of advanced amniotic fluid.


They were all connected to numerous wires and tubes while
faces were covered by firmly affixed masks. Serros knew that the light in the
warehouse was deliberately kept dim to not tax sensitive eyes unready for the
harsh illumination of free–moving life. Each tree was multi–level, spanning
some twenty feet from floor to ceiling and, issuing a rough calculation, Serros
guessed that respectively, every tree sustained and housed some five hundred or
more clones.


And there were thousands of them.


The ramifications were simply staggering and for a moment,
the Quorum Shield Operative had to work hard to break the data down into manageable
compartments, rather than an overwhelming mass. She needed level–headed clarity
just as she needed more information and a way to shut this humanoid assembly
line down.


Serros carefully noted that the main travel–ways of the room
were comprised of a tri–level series of durexium walk–ways, some fifteen feet
in width and set into a cross pattern. Each thoroughfare was connected to numerous
smaller walkways shooting off from the main branches. Peering throughout the
warehouse, Avara could spy only a few Karukai at work, most scientists or
medical staff based on the lack of armor and weapons. Not to mention the fact
that they were almost uniformly attired in tight fitting, red and white lab–suits
and coats. She marked no guards.


Decision made, Avara cautiously yet quickly stalked along
the length of the centermost, wide–railed walkway. Her goal was what was
obviously, based on the number of console stations, the cloning warehouse’s
central tank Control Hub.


Reaching her destination, only a single Karukai Scientist
was present, scanning some readings, her brow furrowed in concentration and
hands occupied with one of the central console’s orange, holo–projected
keyboards. Her pale skin seemed especially stark in the reflected blue–white
light of the cloning tanks.


Looking quickly to ensure that they were entirely out of
sight, Avara quietly came up behind the doctor and expertly slammed the butt of
her rifle to the scientist’s temple. With a faint groan stifled by Serros’s
gauntleted hand, the woman quickly lapsed into unconsciousness and with
Serros’s assistance, crumpled to the ground. Serros then tucked the body
underneath and into the recesses of the console.


It took only a quick scan of the current status readings of
the tank occupants to ascertain that the Greys were close to maturation,
probably only a few weeks out until they would be ready for harvesting. Harvest
would be followed by six months of training and conditioning and then deployment
to whatever strategic military ends the Triarchy intended.


Moving rapidly to confirm the method employed to supply the
rather vast quantities of power required to support and manage the tanks, Avara
poured over the data like a drowning person desperately sucking in air.


There!


There were six main power cores where energy was conducted from
all of those outside generators K’llan and she had taken note of while surveying
the Outpost’s premises. If Avara could overload those power cores, not only would
the critical maintenance of tank life–systems be interrupted and result in the
death of each developing clone, but the back–feed from the power increase should
fry the regulators and actually result in the destruction of the clone tank–trees
as well.


Not to mention most of the entire facility.


If the Karukai wanted to continue their work at Outpost J2,
they’d have to practically start from scratch. It was an unlikely scenario due
to the now irrefutable reality of compromised secrecy. Avara hurriedly crafted
and then sent a hack initiating the energy–flow change, priming the system to
overload.


For good measure, she added no less than three security
layers that would take even an experienced hacker at least an hour or more to
disable. Now Avara would have to manually set each power core to overload, making
sure that the changes could not be reversed.


Considering, she figured that once set, the entire tank–house
would be blown to mere memory in less than twelve minutes.


At most.


With the technical details answered and means determined,
for the first time since learning of the tank–bred army, Avara let the
emotional implication of what she intended to do fully rise to the fore. She
felt her intellect, her very soul, scream with the realization of what this deed
would mean: nothing short of mass homicide. An act of contained genocide.


Every slumbering clone was a person, a sentient, thinking
and feeling person, no matter what the Karukai would claim. And Avara intended
to do everything in her power to ensure that each individual clone drew her
last breath in less than a quarter of an hour.


Yet if she didn’t stop the Greys here, before they were
awoken, how many hundreds of thousands, how many millions would suffer,
would die?


The psychological programming that each clone was bred and
designed with was just as strong as the physical hardening of body and the tempering
of reflexes. The programming forced each Grey to follow Karukai orders with an
absolutism that verged on fanaticism.


And what was even worse, if, just if, a Grey could
ever conceive of rebelling against her Karukai masters, of refusing an order,
every Karukai Clone was embedded with a microscopic, bio–tech chip that not
only allowed for tracking, but was also an atomic–sized explosive. When the
command was keyed, the explosive immediately detonated, taking away life more
easily than it had been granted.


At the thought, the unforgettable image of the unmasked
Karukai agent on Ophere in the Adrenix processing center came to mind, and the
explosion that all but atomized her in death.


No, despite the ache in her heart, the bitter taste of ash
in her mouth that spoke of the evil, and it was an evil she was
about to commit, Captain Serros knew what her duty was to the literally trillions
of people and hundreds of systems she had sworn to protect, what her oath demanded.



So engrossed was she in her soul–searching, that it was only
after Serros heard the unmistakable blam––blam–blam of kobalt–powered
pistol fire, that she comprehended she was no longer alone and that her presence
had been discovered.


Saved from certain death by experience and Arca forged
precognition, Avara shot out over the central control console and side–railing
to the floor some twelve feet below, noting as she landed that just for a
moment, her left leg threatened to give. Casting a cursory scan, she realized
that at least two bullets had managed to graze across her thigh, singeing into
armor and synth–skin alike, yet fortunately, not taking up residence within her
dermis.


Activating her Arca speed, Avara launched forward on the
lower center platform level in a zig–zag pattern towards the origin of the
pistol fire, all the while fiercely casting her gaze to catch sight of her
enemies. Just above her, about forty–paces away from her original position, were
two Karukai females. They were attired in blood–red and black elite armor,
chevrons of gold and onyx lanced by a jagged slash of lightning visible on each
Karukai’s shoulder and right pectoral.


“Varda!” Serros spat the name like the curse it was,
knowing she would have to adapt her strategy accordingly.


As she ran, a hail of fire dogged her every step, sparking
off the durexium grating and rails like campfire sparks gone wild after a
recklessly stoked fire flew into rebellion. Around her, the sound of shattered
glass permeated the building again and again as the two Varda shot and only
fractionally missed.


Just as she was about to come directly under her enemies, Serros
flexed her leg muscles and, excising complete control of movement, veered to
the left and launched upward twenty–five feet to the top of a mid–point
positioned clone tank. Having twisted in air, the Shield Operative gracefully landed
front–first and immediately opened fire with determined ruthlessness. Now on the
defensive, the Varda split and dove to the flooring of the wide cat–walk,
returning fire as they again found their feet.


Yet Avara was no longer in the same position. Instead, she
had leapt once more, this time behind both Varda and onto the same walkway, Stingers
out and popping shot after shot.


With great skill and matching Arca enhanced speed and
agility, the two Karukai, one slender and pale as a birch tree, the other of
shorter stature and somewhat bulky in build who in appearance reminded Serros of
a miniature, snow covered oak, worked to take her down.


Each Karukai whirled, rolled, dove, and flipped to and fro
to evade Serros’s shots. Avara’s movements, a result of innate immediate
reaction coupled with the application of a brilliant, strategic mind, flowed
from one to the other like water from spout to tankard.


And yet, the two Varda moved as she. Caught in the center–storm
of battle, as any outstanding solider knew, it was only a matter of time before
one of the three combatants miscalculated.


There!


Serros knocked off three shots where she knew “Birch” was
about to land from a crouching spin and…


Yes!


The first two shots hit the Varda in the upper thigh, the
third in her heart. With a cry, she tumbled to the ground and under the railing
to fall over the side of the walkway. A second later, a heavy thud of impact
preceded the kish–kish–splash of a shattered tree of clone tanks.


Captain Serros didn’t have time to revel in her victory, however,
for while expertly dodging Avara’s fire, the remaining Karukai Varda was coming
in fast, headlong, with her own blazing pistol. Avara felt like the two were
locked into some twisted, slow–motion game of chicken where the slightest
mistake would be met with the finality of death.


Midstride, the Karukai she’d begun to think of as “Oak”
dodged a quintet of fire from Avara’s Stingers even as Oak returned the favor.
To escape, Avara literally leaped up and over a stream of chasing bullets from
the Varda’s pistol. Finally, the two met a hair apart, and the battle switched
from ranged to furious melee, with each woman raining blows and dodges upon and
before the other at a speed so rapid and evenly matched, that even Arca
enhanced vision could not follow or distinguish.


Deliberately dropping her Stingers to the ground as needless
encumbrance, Avara launched no fewer than eight blows in less than a single
spent heartbeat to Oak’s chin, left shoulder, left shin, and abdomen. Yet each
strike was cleverly deflected or riposted. As they fought, Serros could see the
Karukai’s vicious grin, could feel the enjoyment she was experiencing in
their physical combat like a real, tangible cloak cast over her shoulders.


Damn Synergy Enhancement!


Then inspiration struck. Serros decided to use what was for
a Human, an unexpected talent. As they traded blows, Avara purposely
sent a spear of triumph radiating out from her mind, a sense of overwhelming
relief directed at something, or, as far as the Karukai was concerned, someone,
behind and to Oak’s left.


Serros could see the startlement flit across the Karukai’s
proud features. Just after the emotion was issued, almost against her will, Oak
turned her gaze slightly over one shoulder. Opponent momentarily deceived, Avara’s
fist struck with all the power an Arca Savant with a Physical Potency and
Vitality Enhancement could muster. Her only faintly opposed strike clove
through armor, synth–skin, cloth, and porcelain flesh alike, leaving nothing
but a gaping hole behind. The Karukai’s rose–toned eyes locked onto Avara’s sharp
gaze in utter disbelief, even as her right hand reflexively felt for the wound.


A whimper of terror and denial loosed from her throat like
cat plunging down a well. Her weakening fingers did little to stop her life’s
blood from gushing out of the fist–sized puncture that began at her breast and
continued through the outside of her back.


Without cognizant thought, Avara grasped the falling Karukai
woman’s shoulders and eased her to the ground. Doing her best to ignore the
sight of the Varda’s still reflexively pulsing heart and torn flesh lying on
the ground immediately next to them, Avara kept her eyes married to the dying
Karukai’s. Moment heavy with significance, Avara gave what she could to the
enemy whose life she’d just taken.


In flawlessly pronounced K’avenas, Captain Serros announced
quietly “You fought well Varda; rest now from all battle.”


As if trying to say something in return, the Karukai grunted
once, blood pouring out of her mouth, before the final trickle of life fled
those claret–hued eyes.


Scanning for further enemies and spying none, though noting
that the few scientists and techs who’d been present had understandably fled,
Avara knew she had to hurry. She knew that time was running out.


Pulling herself to her feet, Serros retrieved her weapons
and then with an easy leap, moved to the lowest level once more to begin the
process of manually setting each of the warehouse’s six power cores to
overload.


















 


CHAPTER 28


Wiping twin beads of sweat from her brow, Avara found
herself both swearing and entreating at the same time as she tried to finish
the power overload initiation of the clone production warehouse’s fourth power
core. “Come on, you bloody beauty, turn!”


“Captain Serros, this is Lieutenant Z’arr, please respond.”


Avara practically bit her tongue clean through, so startled
was she at hearing K’llan’s voice. Tamping down the feeling of euphoria that
immediately coursed through her at knowing the Vosaia was still alive and well,
Avara refocused on her task.


Putting her center into the action but careful not to employ
so much strength that she broke the damn thing, Avara pushed down on the
currently protruding manual release lever. “I’m here, K’llan. Good to hear your
voice.” Avara grated out as she heaved.


“You too, Avara.” The relief that Avara felt was clearly
echoed in K’llan’s tone, and Serros worked to concentrate on the task at hand.


Fortunately, focus wasn’t so difficult to manage since there
was precisely T–Minus five minutes before the whole clone–tank production
center blew.


“Status report?’ Avara asked as she pushed once more.


“I have managed to free the prisoners and they are grouped
outside, holding point by the Karukai starfighters with some liberated weapons.”


Creeeeeeiiiick.


The manual release sounded like a bloody bull being sent to
slaughter, but it worked.


Got it! Now all I have to do is thumb the ignition
switches, and…. “Ha!” Avara whooped. Then, as the full meaning of Lieutenant
Z’arr’s words hit her, half–barked, “What do you mean they are holding
point? Where are you?”


“Making my way to your position, of course. I should be
there momentarily.” K’llan responded, tone vibrating with entirely too much
equanimity.


“K’llan! I ordered you to escape with the prisoners. This
place is gonna blow in less than five minutes and I have two more power cores
to rig. Get out now!” Serros snapped as she stood up, then Arca sped to
the next power core and for the fifth time in the last seven minutes, began the
sequence to overload the inflow conduit.


“Yes, but the order was rendered entirely unnecessary.
Ca’rrakk Commed a few minutes ago.”


“What?”


Avara heard the sudden thud of what seemed to be a body
slamming down hard to the ground, followed by several cascades of bullet fire,
then K’llan picked up where she had left off. “I was able to catch the
communication because I was on the surface. He is about twenty–minutes from
making the Outpost and Excalibur is still in orbit.”


Having snapped out the retractable manual release lever and
once more carefully exerting her strength to change the core’s flow, Avara gasped
out, “That’s fantastic, K’llan! Still doesn’t explain why you’re coming here when
I ordered you not to.”


“Your logic was predicated upon the basis that ‘one of us’
had to live to get word out. Ca’rrakk shall now serve that purpose.” Again, Serros
found K’llan’s tone to be infuriatingly and imperturbably sure.


“K’llan, I command you…” Serros began.


“Do not, Avara.” K’llan coolly interrupted, her soprano like
liquid steel. “You will not send me away to protect my person in the name of
duty. Nothing, not even the threat of a court martial, will keep me from
ensuring your safety, Nyeria, or from being at your side if the worst is
to come. Nothing.”


As she successfully finished moving the stubborn lever into
place and keyed the command code, Avara realized there was indeed nothing she
could say. No more than any words of K’llan’s would keep Avara from the
Vosaia’s side if she was in danger, even in the face of death.


Sighing heavily, Avara stood up and just before she began to
move to the sixth and final power core, she ungraciously muttered, “Very well,
K’llan. Move, then. Now there’s less than four and half minutes to…”


With no warning whatsoever, dark–blue washed into black as
Avara felt a massive wave of force tear into her with armor–shattering potency.
Before thought could fully register, her entire body hurtled through space,
vision nothing more than a dizzy swirl of tinsel–like light.


Smash… smash…, smash, smash, smash…
smash…smash…


Skidding across the grated texture of too–cold durexium
flooring, entangled by limbs and soaked with a liquid she couldn’t identify,
Avara vaguely realized she was lying on her left side, shoulder screaming, and
with something heavy pressed atop her body.


Attempting to clear her blurry vision, Serros grasped with a
start that the something was the smooth, jelly–covered nude body of a
Karukai clone. The clone was feebly trying to answer the call from brain to
body to wake up and reply to the distress it was in.


With lances of burning pain shooting through her like she
was a participant in some esoteric fire ritual that involved lying on hot–burning
coals, Avara weakly pushed the clone’s soft body off.


The motion caused the clone to fall forward and spasmodically
flop like a dying fish caught and left on the sun–heated deck of a fisherman’s schooner.



Heavy eyes attempted to open for the first time even as the
gray skinned woman reflexively struggled to remove the cords that were dangling
from her body, ripped from their purpose and thus, having left behind tracks of
torn flesh. The shock must have been too much for the woman as she began to shudder.


Her eyes opened once, meeting Avara’s, and an aching sound
issued from behind the breathing mask that lay half–sundered from her face
before she spasmodically jerked a final time and went still, the tank fluid
still flowing down and around them both.


Wanting nothing more than to cry and lie still from pain and
the sight she’d just witnessed, Avara forced herself to move. As she pushed
herself half up, she recognized only then that her entire body was faintly
glowing with the remnants of a K–Shield, night–blue light leaking from her
flesh like smoky cob–webs.


Must have activated the Shield by reflex. 


Looking around, she saw the destroyed remnants of over half
a dozen clone tanks, utterly devastated, as if a missile had been released
along their path, spilling fluid and clones alike. Fighting a wave of almost
overwhelming, pain induced nausea, Avara somewhat belated deduced that she
was the projectile that had smashed through the tanks.


The thought scoured across her mind with aching clarity that
without a doubt, the K–Shield had saved her life.


Struggling, Avara knew her body wasn’t in much better shape
than the ruined tanks. She could see that her armor had been all but entirely
blasted off straight through to her skin–suit, and that dozens of glass shards still
remained embedded in sundered durexium and flesh alike.


Shakily reaching around to where the back of her skull and
neck met, she identified a two inch long, leaf–shaped sliver. Avara brutally pulled
out the glass knife that had lodged itself in the lower right portion of her
skull. She could feel blood immediately begin to soak her dark hair and pool
down her neck with the removal. With precise care, Avara extracted several more
glass shards that still jealously took refuge within her skin.


As for the rest of her, Captain Serros could feel that she’d
been bruised all over and would lay odds that the fire she felt coursing
through her left side translated to a dislocated shoulder and a fractured hip.


Moving as quickly as she could, Avara retrieved her Adrenix
Hypo and injected a double dose. Almost crying out in relief, immediately the
blur–reducing pain began to subside and the labored cadence of her breathing
slowed to a more normal flow.


Despite the agony and her brain’s sluggish cooperation that
threatened to drown her in blackness, though she could see no one, Avara knew
she wasn’t alone, that only a K–Blast could have hurtled her some forty–plus feet
through tank after tank like a child’s toy being tossed in a tantrum.


“Most impressive, Human.” A voice announced a moment later,
cool as the chill of first autumn. Avara noted with surprise that the voice
spoke in her own native, Old–Terran English, though without the Welsh
overtones.


Turning towards the source of that voice, Avara was rewarded
with a brutal smash in the side of her face by a dark–heeled boot. The impact tore
a cry of pain from her throat as she forced herself to half–roll and half–scramble
away from her attacker.


She could feel the hot spray of blood that dripped from her
nose, could see the stuff form little islands out of glass bits littering the
floor as the liquid pooled on the once–white durexium surface.


With an effort that felt superhuman, Serros made it to her
knees to face her attacker head–on.


“Of course, I am not entirely surprised, given the
rather astonishing turn of events you and your Vosaia have engendered.”


The blurry smudge resolved itself into the form of a tall, sleekly
muscled Karukai woman wearing only a black synth–skin suit, her Varda chevron
emblazed on her chest for all the world to see.


“Very touching, by the way, your little exchange.” The
smooth–headed Karukai remarked, her voice resonant with a strange combination
of humor, contempt, and reluctant admiration. “Nyeria. Now there is a
word one does not often hear, and with a barbarian, no less!” The last
was said with a laugh, a lovely sound utterly at odds with its meaning.


Kneeling before Avara, ruby–jewel–red eyes glittering with
some unfathomable emotion as Avara met her gaze while wheezing for breath, the Varda
whispered “Most unusual.” 


This close, Avara could clearly make out all of the
Karukai’s features, from her large, almost voluptuous lips to the graceful yet
somehow stubborn lines of cheek and jaw. Amusement and intrigue played in her
eyes and the upturn of those full lips as she lazily regarded the battered
Human before her.


“I am Captain Ry’ar Vael, Avara. Tell me your
designation.”


Vael? That name triggered something, some bit of
stored datum, but Avara was hard put to process right now, and like a sleep addled
brain combating a blaring duty alarm, the meaning eluded her.


Understanding very well that the Karukai woman already clearly
knew much of who she was by the wording of the question and, equally
understanding that prevarication would gain her nothing but conversation might
buy her a few precious seconds, Avara decided to play along. “Captain Avara
Serros, Quorum Shield Operative.”


“My, my; so famous a Human has come to Dantis.” Vael
responded. “I know who you are, Captain of the QS Excalibur.” She
whispered. Then, moving with the speed and suddenness of a striking serpent,
the woman grabbed Avara’s chin with two, hard pressing fingers, painfully
forcing her face closer until their chins were only a bare breath apart.


“Decorated war hero of the Ministry Navy and of the Quorum.”
Tracing a synth–gloved hand across Avara’s blood–smeared cheek, Vael added
almost absently, “Do you know how brightly you burn?”


Vael laughed at the shudder that passed through Serros at
those words.


Chin still painfully gripped in the Karukai’s fingers, Avara
told herself to be patient. Coupled with the still occupied Adrenix, with every
second that passed, she knew her PV was doing its work. Serros could feel the
irritating tickle as already her more superficial wounds began to close and the
more serious at least to clot. She would take every second of recovery she
could before issuing everything she had for one, probably very final, act.


If all else was to fail, Avara also knew that time for both
of them was running out, less than four minutes, by her measure. Her only
concern was for K’llan, for whether Serros was triumphant or lay broken, K’llan
could still escape.


“Your nya is like an infant sun in an otherwise
starless sector of space. I bet your Vosaia, K’llan, is it? I bet she
knows, and I would wager her days are spent waiting to taste you again and again.”


Avara fought the swell of naked fury that the Karukai’s
words evoked, taking a truth that was entirely beautiful and still not fully
explored between herself and K’llan and twisting it into something ugly. 


“I wonder,” Ry’ar Vael whispered, offering the barest brush
of those crimson lips across Avara’s bloody mouth before whispering, “What you
would taste like, Captain Avara Serros.”


Whatever the Karukai Captain intended next was interrupted
by the precisely aimed quintet of bullet fire that raced for the Varda’s side, expertly
aimed well away from the Human.


Placing a palm up, Vael reacted instantly, enacting a
glowing globe of blue light so dark to be almost black. The Karukai’s attention
was torn away from Serros as bullets were spent against her K–Shield. Avara
hobbled to her feet and raked her gaze until she found the source. Lieutenant K’llan
Z’arr directly across and to the right of her position, Karukai Stingers
trained on Captain Vael.


Grabbing both of her knife–hilts from the outer–calves to
which they were mag–clipped, Avara thumbed each micro–assembler and flash–forged
bowie–blades, launching herself at the still–distracted Varda.


Vael managed to deflect one strike, sending Avara’s blade
skittering across the flooring, but the second plunged deep into the right side
of the Karukai’s abdomen. Vael threw Avara off, leaving the knife still lodged
within her flesh.


Turning to Z’arr, Avara shouted “K’llan, make for the last
power–core and trigger the manual release! I’ve got this!”


Offering a single nod in acknowledgement, implicitly trusting
in Avara, K’llan shot off towards the final core located near the entrance to
the warehouse.


Half laughing, with a muted grunt, Captain Ry’ar Vael
removed the knife from her belly, and then began to slowly circle Avara. “You have
this?” She teased, a feral gleam in those ruby eyes. “Do you have me,
Captain Serros? I wonder?” And even as she spoke the last word, Ry’ar leaped in
to attack the Shield Operative, her blows no less powerful or skillfully
delivered than Avara’s own.


Hit, hit, hit; deflect, hit, hit, dodge; hit, riposte,
counter, hit, dodge, hit, hit.


On and on the exchange went, with neither Human nor Karukai
gaining advantage.


Serros issued a quartet of strikes to the Varda, aimed for
her temple, injured abdomen, right pectoral, and left foot, yet each was
deflected by fore–arm, shin, or elbow.


Finally, a single blow smashed into the Karukai’s rib–cage,
yet the Varda moved with the strike, minimizing the impact, even as her left
palm smacked into Avara’s injured thigh.


Breath ragged and eyes burning with fatigue, close to half a
hundred blows were launched and deflected or diffused in the space of a bare
minute, yet still, Serros couldn’t seem to break the stalemate. Avara could say
with absolute certainty that she had never before encountered an enemy with
such skill and ability.


With a start, she realized that for the first time, Captain Serros
had truly met her equal in an adversary, both in combat and Arca Enhanced
ability.


And then everything changed.


Seeking to break their impasse, Captain Vael summersaulted
backward, and with the action having gained the fraction of a second she
needed, pushed both palms outward towards Avara, once again attempting to devastate
her opponent with a K–Blast.


Yet this time, Vael didn’t have surprise in her favor.


Avara used that same moment to call up a K–Shield, absorbing
the impact even as the Karukai recovered, and in that instant, Avara demonstrated
the deep level mastery claimed by Arca Savants alone.


Almost as if sucking in the Karukai’s spent power,
Avara dropped her K–Shield and then, pulling power both to and from
within herself, released her own blast of night–blue kobalt powered force.


The onslaught slammed into Vael like lava overrunning a
settlement, carrying all those caught within the pyroclastic flow.


Serros couldn’t see where the Karukai Captain had landed,
but she did see the trail of shattered clone–tanks stretching far into
the back region of the warehouse that marked the Varda’s wake.


“K’llan?” Avara called wearily as she activated her DSP and
after a starting run, leaped over to the durexium walkway the Vosaia was laboring
at.


“Almost have it!” K’llan answered as Avara skidded to a stop
right before her, speed barely reigned in before colliding with the power core
and Vosaia both.


  Quickly scanning her CPA, Avara announced urgently,
“K’llan, we have only a minute and twenty–one seconds left until the first
power–core detonates from the feedback.”


“I know; almost there.” She answered, pushing at the lever.


Motioning her aside, Avara again exerted her Arca born
strength and, as it groaned into place, K’llan quickly triggered the final rheostat–keys
to release.


“Done!” She announced.


“Great work! Out, now!” Avara responded.


Time slowed to a crawl as she and K’llan streaked up the
warehouse stairs and through Outpost J2’s corridors. After several seconds of
travel they were forced to come to a full stop, practically smacking into a
side–wall as they came upon a locked doorway.


“Can you hack it?” Serros asked, taking up a guard position.
They had run into more than one Karukai scientist yet so far, the duo had been
entirely ignored. Not really surprising, given that most of those who remained were
clearly more concerned with ensuring their safety than stopping the two infiltrators.


“I don’t know.” She answered, and Serros could hear the
frayed quality in K’llan’s voice.


“One minute.” Avara announced quietly as her companion worked.


“I cannot bypass; someone jury–rigged it to the point of no
return.”


“Fine.” Avara said, moving in front of K’llan. “Plan B,
then.” The Shield Operative swiftly unclipped no less than three K–Grenades
and, thumbing the timed detonation trigger, hauled K’llan with her around the
corner.


Five, four, three, two, and… there!


The explosion took out the rigged door and seven or so feet
of adjoining walls on either side as well. Without pausing to watch the dust of
their handiwork settle, the two again raced off. Avara could practically hear
the seconds ticking by in her head like a drum of imminent doom heralding the Reaper’s
arrival. Along the way, three Karukai guards made to stop them only to be taken
down by a score of bullets and two launched kicks.  The soldiers were left to
bleed out before oblivion or blood–loss took them, whichever was first.


Finally, Captain Serros could see the main glass entryway
doors ahead of them, clearly locked, as well as two final guards standing between
life and death. With thought and emotion issued and echoed in such a way that
Avara wasn’t sure which one of them had voicelessly initiated the idea and who
had agreed, Avara and K’llan again called upon their Arca Enhancements. The
action wreathed their bodies in protective, midnight colored armoring one final
time.


Neither woman slowed nor made a move towards their harnessed
weapons. They simply barreled straight through the two soldiers with bone–breaking
force and then with a running, fist–first leap, dove through the portal. A
cascade of glass followed their wake like comet tails as they landed on the grass–covered
Dantis turf.


Rolling to their feet in a synchronous move reminiscence of
gymnasts at play, the two continued their run one final time.


The concussive blast that ripped the air and space behind
them only further propelled their flight, even as fire and soot shot towards
the planet’s triple suns like volcanic spume intent on claiming the stars
themselves, almost appearing to ignite the fragile tendrils of waking dawn.


At last, with the two half–stumbling to the ground in relief
and bone–deep weariness, Avara and K’llan collapsed atop the refreshingly cool,
green–gray grass, arms locked about one another’s shoulders as tears of joy and
triumph washed a path through grime and spent blood.


Sitting with K’llan, mission complete, knowing she was
nothing short of a bloody mess but that both of them were alive and well, Avara
found herself thinking that no moment had ever been more beautiful.


















CHAPTER 29


The dozen or so remaining Karukai personnel that had made it
out of the main beehive building before it blew, quickly grabbed what they
could from the facility’s ancillary structures, and then ran north along the
river as fast as their feet could carry them.


After the fantastic destruction of the facility’s prime
structure, still spitting and smoldering with flame, smoke, and cracking
debris, not a single soldier or scientist of the Eternal Imperium seemed
willing to engage the two Nova Officers or the now armed, thirty–five freed
slaves. Reviewing the eclectic but eager group of people, Gorath, Human,
Vosaia, Braxien, Shiraneth, Irdoi, Zirgesh, and Mymren alike, Captain Serros
thought escape to be a wise move for the fleeing Karukai.


While loosing cries of unadulterated joy, the ex–prisoners
surrounded Avara and K’llan as they made their way over, slapping their backs,
pulling them into rough hugs, and over and over again, with a basic humility
and depth of feeling that threatened to lance Avara in place for its sincerity,
each expressed their heartfelt gratitude.


“Captain Serros, Lieutenant Z’arr, this is Major Ca’rrakk.
Do you read?”


Fighting the suddenly even higher swell of emotion, after
sharing a look with K’llan, Avara struggled for a second and then when she was
sure she had at least somewhat mastered herself, responded. “It’s good
to hear your voice, Ca’rrakk, and glad you finally made it.”


“Ha–ha!” Hearing Ca’rrakk’s growling chuckle filled Avara
with a sense of place, a sense of home. “You ready to stop vacationing and get
back to work, Captain?”


“I suppose I can be torn away.” Avara replied.
“Though I have some new friends to bring aboard.”


“Friends that will be residing in the brig or guest
quarters?” The Senor Science Officer queried.


“The latter, though I do think an expeditious
retrieval would be best.” Avara responded, her tone deliberately nonchalant.


“Ah, making friends again, I see. I’m reading a sizeable
explosion on my scanners. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about it, would
you?” The Gorath probed, voice rumbling with humor once more.


“You know the Captain only too well, Ca’rrakk.” K’llan
answered before Serros could, her soprano lighter than it had been in weeks.


“You couldn’t keep her out of trouble, then?” Ca’rrakk joked
with his friend.


“I am only one Vosaia against a force of nature.”
Z’arr responded, lilac eyes dancing as they linked with Avara’s.


“Suffice to say, Lieutenant Z’arr and I have the inside track
on that story.” Avara added, shooting a playful “you’ll pay for that later”
look at K’llan. “How far are you out, Ca’rrakk?”


“About two clicks; you should see me coming north by north–west
right now.”


Serros was just able to make out the smudge of an
approaching shuttle against the morning sky as Carrack continued, “Captain, I
am overjoyed to have found you, for more reasons than the obvious.”


Feeling a shard of ice insert itself into her chest as
foreboding swept through her Synergy enhanced psychic senses, Captain Serros
asked “What’s the situation, Major?”


 * * * * * 


“Capturing transponder designation now.” Lieutenant Claudius
Chopa announced into the too staid quiet of the QS Excalibur’s Bridge.
Every officer stared at the Holo–View as if mesmerized, watching the colossal
Karukai Dah’hakar Class Dreadnaught knife through space towards their
position. “She’s reading as the TS Sh’tal.”


Mierda!


Commander Marcus Perez didn’t need Diana’s next words to
inform him what the name of that vessel was or what it meant to the just ninety
or so souls aboard ship, but he forced himself to remain outwardly impassive,
to do his job as Adeline did hers.


“That’s… the TS Sha’tal is the Flagship of the
Karukai First Fleet. It is typically commanded by the Military Triarch of the
Karukai Triarchy. Current intelligence names that individual as one Admiral
Artah Vael.” Diana efficiently snapped out. And who could blame her for the
faint quiver in her voice, for the pause?


“The TS Sha’tal is thirty minutes from firing range,
Commander Perez.” Chopa reported a second later.


What were they supposed to do against a one–hundred gun
ship, the pride of the Karukai Fleet? What the Hell was he
supposed to do against those odds?


“Commander, the dreadnaught is hailing us.” Lieutenant Rygel
inserted.


Forcing himself to speak around the papery taste in his
mouth, Marcus responded “Open the channel, Dane.”


The holo–projected view of the ship was immediately replaced
by the 3D image of a standing Karukai who was, Marcus almost absently noted,
absolutely striking. Her skin was the color of polished porcelain and her large,
almond shaped eyes were rich garnets that bespoke an aggressive, relentless
intelligence. Her features were strong yet decidedly beautiful, from a willful,
straight nose to carved chin and feathery, arching brows.


She was wearing the crimson–traced, deep black uniform of a
Karukai Senior Officer, her eight crescent Admiral’s pips gleaming in her
ship’s light.


“I am Admiral Artah Vael of the Flagship TS Sha’tal,
Military Triarch of the Karukai Imperium. Why have you attacked the Karukai
vessel, the TS Watcher, QS Excalibur?” Her voice was not what
Perez expected. There was no posturing, no arrogance, and her tone was quiet,
almost hard to hear; yet there was no missing the confident surety she
projected.


Choosing his words carefully, Marcus responded “I am
Commander Marcus Perez, Executive Officer of the Excalibur. After
proposing several times that we part ways amicably, Captain Cyan Ner’kai of the
Watcher demanded that we surrender our vessel under threat of
destruction. Clearly, we did not choose to surrender.”


“Clearly.” Admiral Vael repeated, a note of grim humor is
her voice.


Plunging on, Marcus added, “After the engagement, we again
offered to peacefully go our separate ways, and as you can see, we ceased our
attack.”


“Yet still you remain in–system, Excalibur.” Vael probed,
eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “Where is your Captain, Commander Perez?”


Caught off–guard at the query, Marcus barely stopped himself
from issuing a half–stutter as he responded “Captain Serros is indisposed at
the moment, Admiral.”


“Now, now; you did not lose so famous a Shield Operative as
Captain Avara Serros, did you?” Vael asked, eyes twin spear points even though
her tone remained light.


“No, of course not.”


“Tell me, does your missing Captain have anything to do with
the explosion I am reading from the surface of Dantis?”


Shocked, before he could think better of it, Marcus answered
with a genuine response. “What? Explosion?”


Avara! 


“Mm?”


Attempting to recover, Marcus added “Our sensors have
detected no explosion.”


“We shall see. I suggest you remain in system while we
review the situation and gather data. Admiral Vael out.”


“Commander, the vessel is now twenty–minutes away from
firing range.” Chopa announced.


Just as the final word left the Navigation Officer’s mouth,
there was a sudden scatter–point of light as several explosions ripped into
view just larboard of Excalibur’s position.


“Commander!” Rygel exclaimed, whipping his head towards
Marcus. “A single line message from the Sha’tal: “A fair warning, in
case you were considering departure.”


So much for accurate firing range intelligence.


“Even though we do not have the range to return fire, we’re
still quick enough to outmaneuver her and leave the system if we need to.” Lieutenant
Commander Adeline commented, her dark eyes bleak as they met Marcus’s own.


“Any word from Ca’rrakk?” He asked, feeling like his still–beating
heart was slowly being pulled outside of his chest as he asked the question.


“Not as of yet; he should have made contact by now.” Diana
answered.


“Picking up a lot of back–channel communication between Watcher
and Sha’tal, Commander.” Dane Rygel noted, gray–blue eyes narrowed in
speculation. “Coded, so would take days to break of course, but they’re definitely
talking a lot.”


“Repair and systems status?” Perez inquired as he stood from
the Captain’s chair, unable to be still any longer.


“As complete as can be without a week’s fine tuning.” Adeline
answered. Minutes trickled by as Marcus watched the looming vermilion vessel
purposefully come ever closer. Minutes in which Marcus felt utterly frozen and
trapped by the situation and available options.


He couldn’t leave Avara, his sister not of blood but in
every single way that mattered; more than birth ever could. And, he
couldn’t hope to win out against a Dah’hakar Class Karukai Dreadnaught.
Any attempt would be suicide.


Hearing the measured tread of footsteps, Marcus was anything
but surprised when Diana, standing so close to him that their shoulders
brushed, quietly asked, “Marcus, what are we going to do?”


What were they going to do? Indecision was not a partner he
was used to dancing with. Yet he didn’t have any choices that he could see,
save the one he had no desire to select. Feeling like he was signing his own
execution warrant, Marcus made himself turn his head and meet Diana’s gaze,
forced himself to speak. “Diana, we have to…”


“Commander!” Lieutenant Rygel’s excited voice cut his
sentence like a machete hacking into an overgrown thicket. “We have a single
Karukai Stinger moving astern and closing in on Excalibur and
it’s… it’s being trailed by the ES2!”


“What?” Perez cracked out.


“The Stinger is about eleven minutes from our
position, Sir.” Lieutenant Chopa reported.


“Ghost Squadron moving to intercept. Sending the command
to hold fire until ordered.” Diana reported, having half–run, half–jumped back
to her station.


“The Stinger, it’s hailing us, Sir.” 


“Open the channel, Dane.”


“This is Captain Avara Serros. It would be appreciated if
you did not blast us out of space, Excalibur.”


There was no way Commander Marcus Perez could ever
mistake that voice for another’s, all humor and cool confidence, steel–wrapped
with smooth velvet in one. “Avara! It’s about damn–well time, Captain!”


“It’s good to hear your voice too, Marcus.” Avara answered,
and he could feel the warmth and love she felt for him in her tone. “You can
yell at me later, but for now, I understand we have a bit of a situation on our
hands.”


“The situation is we need you back, on board, and Excalibur
out of system now!” He rapped.


“Yeah, I see her, and we’re at full throttle. Ca’rrakk’s
just a minute or so behind.” Avara answered.


“Captain, Commander!” Dane Rygel blurted. “The Sha’tal
is hailing us.”


“Take the hail, Marcus. Rygel, patch audio through to the Stinger,
receive only.” Avara ordered.


“Yes, Captain!” As the Comm Officer answered Serros, Marcus
thought that in this moment, despite the gravity of their predicament, Dane resembled
nothing less than enthusiastic puppy.


Admiral Artah Vael’s visage appeared, once more projected in
front of the view–port. “Commander Perez. After having spoken with the Watcher’s
Executive Officer and reviewed relevant data, it seems much of what you said
holds true, except,” Vael inserted, a cold light suffusing her narrowed
eyes for the first time since they had interacted, “for a few critical pieces,
not the least of which is the spy that seems to be rendezvousing with you in a
Karukai Stinger right now, as we speak.”


“That is…”


“You will surrender your ship and the occupants of that Stinger
and shuttle on course to you,” Vael interrupted, “or I shall be forced to
destroy your ship and all aboard.” Gaze never wavering, the Karukai Admiral
added, “I guarantee fair treatment. You have ten–minutes to decide.”


“Well, I see you’ve been making friends too, Marcus.” Avara remarked
lightly over the channel, breaking the heavy dread that held the crew in thrall
after the Karukai Admiral had cut communication.


“I thought she liked me.” Marcus replied, playing off his best
friend’s tension–easing ploy.


“You always think that when it comes to women.”
Serros joked. “Now,” she began, switching to pure business, “recall Ghost
Squadron and prepare for an instant deployment of all remaining Drones,
Combat and Decoy alike, as well as shuttles ES1 and ES3 on auto–pilot.
Position the lot directly between the Excalibur and the Sha’tal.
Have Excalibur ready for an immediate launch of a Q–Net and prepared for
a QGST Jump at Q6, 100K miles out.”


“Yes, Captain.” A silly, probably ridiculously optimistic
thread of hope grabbing hold as he listened to her orders.


Well, it was Avara, after all.


“Also, have a fresh full–dress uniform and some water and
towels readied for me in the Shuttle Bay.”


“You got it, Captain.”


With that, Avara closed the channel. Looking towards Diana, Marcus
saw that she was somehow holding it all together and already moving with the
speed of the devil to follow Avara’s directives.


Now there was nothing left to do but wait.


 * * * * * 


“Welcome home, Avara.”


Marcus’s voice, gleaming brown eyes and the completely
against regs, brief but bone–crushing hug he yanked her into the minute she
stepped onto the Excalibur’s Bridge, signified that she truly was home.


A more reserved but no less happy Diana Adeline had stepped near
and gripped her shoulders in a close, almost painful hold of relief and
affection before stepping away a heartbeat after Marcus did.


“Marcus, Diana, I missed both of you, too.” Briefly turning
her head around the Bridge, Serros added, “All of you.”


Watching the faces that she knew and loved so well, seeing
Marcus place a welcoming arm around K’llan’s shoulder, Avara could hear how
husky her voice sounded even to her own ears. In desperate search of balance,
she shook her head and pulled for the adamantine self–discipline that had
served her so well throughout her life. Deliberately, she blotted out the
almost overwhelming surge of emotion within herself and exuded from her crew, to
deal with the very real crisis that faced them all.


“Captain,” Rygel began, half–bouncing up and down in his
seat from suppressed excitement and anxiety, “Admiral Vael is asking us to
surrender; she says the allotted ten minutes are up.”


“Is she?” Avara murmured, brow twitching at the presumption.


Moving forward to stand directly where her image and her
image alone would be projected to the TS Sha’tal, Avara carefully tugged
her hastily donned, crisp uniform into place, preparing for the confrontation
to come. With a slight sigh of irritation, she pushed back a too long curl of
black hair brushing her forehead, and then, taking a deep breath, stood ram–rod
straight with folded hands behind her back.


Deliberately letting a sense of calm certitude pour from her
being, Serros tranquilly ordered “Dane, patch the Admiral through, if you please.”


When the Karukai Admiral appeared, the first thing Serros
noted was her strong physical relation to her… daughter? Cousin? Niece?


Whomever she’d just so recently battled in the cloning warehouse
of Outpost J2, the resemblance was unmistakable. To Avara’s satisfaction, the
second thing she observed was the slight shimmer of surprise that flitted in
the Karukai’s sultry–red eyes, though the Admiral quickly submerged the tell.


“Greetings, Admiral Artah Vael. I am Captain Avara Serros,
Strategic High Risk, Intelligence, and Enforcement Operative of the Quorum
Aligned Systems.”


“Captain Serros,” Vael hailed, her full lips upturned into a
slight smile, “I am so pleased to see that you’ve not been lost after all, and
that it is you who is going to place the Excalibur into my
custody.”


“Ah,” Avara said, deliberately throwing a note of mock
regret in her voice, “I am afraid I will have to disappoint you on that score,
Triarch Vael, as you have no authority to demand such a surrender.”


“My authority, Shield Operative Serros, is based on the Excalibur’s
destruction of the TS Ardent, attack on the TS Watcher, and apparently,
the destruction of Science Observation Station J2 on Dantis.”


“It seems that some of your facts have been confused,
Admiral.” Avara answered, letting a cool note of steel slip into her voice. “We
came here, to the unclaimed space of the Arkaia System, in response to a
distress call routed through both the Human Ministry’s channels and those of
the Quorum. Apparently, some illegally captured slaves from territory
within the Aligned Systems had staged an escape aboard the Ardent.”


“Are you accusing the Imperium of illegally raiding the
Quorum Aligned Systems Space for captives, against the Treaty of Duriélle,
Captain?” The Karukai Admiral asked, iron coloring her own tone as her bright
gaze narrowed in a show of anger.


And Avara knew that was exactly what it was; a show. If
the stakes hadn’t been so very high, Serros would have laughed at the
skillfully played allegation.


“Far be it for me to judge whether or not the Ardent
was under Imperial orders; you would know better than I.” Avara responded,
letting just the right trace of professional criticism slip through at the
thought that the Imperium couldn’t mind their own officers and resources.
“However, when we boarded the Ardent, none were left alive, and only
corpses remained to greet our rescue attempts.”


“If your words are true, certainly a travesty.” Vael
responded within the pause Avara had deliberately created.


“Yes, quite. Many had died horrifically, with several
prisoner cells actually vented, air sucked away.” Avara announced, allowing
some of the fire she felt in her gut to flare within her eyes, clearly
communicating her opinion of such acts of brutality to the Karukai Triarch.


“As I am sure you know, Captain Serros, any who enter
Karukai Sovereign Space are free game to be captured as potential spies and
infiltrators; which, I am confident, evidence shall confirm was the situation
of the prisoners aboard the Ardent.”


Vael’s slightly conceited smile rankled at Avara, knowing
only too well that the response was beautifully tailored to suit diplomatic
circles within the Quorum. It was designed to encourage politicians fearful of
igniting war that it all was just some tragic, unintended error. A
misunderstanding that the correct words, a few scribbled signatures, and a
smattering of handshakes would solve.


 Appeasement; the looming tragedy of our times.


Serros knew better.


“It’s funny how definition changes with interpretation, is
it not?” Avara commented, offering a slightly feral smile that she knew from
experience, was still nonetheless engaging. A smile that she used to full
effect. “Sort of like the difference in meaning between the terms ‘Science
Observation Station’ and ‘Secret Clone Research and Production Outpost,’ yes?
Especially when you add once–free, raided and enslaved sentients for genetic
variance and enhancement study.”


There it is! The first crack in the Triarch’s
formerly imperturbable façade. Carefully sublimated anger and…. concern?


“Arrogance, Captain, a fatal Human flaw. Your customs and
mores do not apply to the citizens of the Imperium and it is pure hubris to
think otherwise. Additionally, philosophical debate is irrelevant to our
current circumstances.” Vael asserted. “You will surrender, immediately.”


 For a moment, Avara could feel the sheer power of this
woman’s will, the strength of what her species and the Vosaia would term nya.
And abruptly, Serros recognized that the Karukai Triarch was deliberately
broadcasting the strength of her soul and purpose to force Serros to acquiesce.


Apparently, for all of her brilliance, Artah Vael still had
a lot to learn about Human arrogance in general, and Avara’s in
specific.


“Tell me, Admiral, is war irrelevant? Because, make
no mistake, that is the issue which is the current debate between
you and I. I will not surrender my vessel and the result will be the
immediate declaration of war between the Quorum and the Imperium.”


Pausing for a just a brief moment, Avara serenely met the
Karukai’s silent stare, look for look. “After all,” Serros added, fully
returning the Admiral’s earlier gesture by blasting her own psychic signature,
literally bombarding the Karukai Admiral with the potent and absolute certainty
of will and purpose that Avara Serros knew resonated within her own nya,
“All of the data regarding the Ardent, the attack by the Watcher,
and Outpost J2 has already been directly transmitted to the Quorum and
Human Ministry, and a fleet is currently underway to these coordinates.”


Utter silence, save for the intake of several soft, measured
breaths.


As if rousing herself from light meditation, Admiral Vael
finally inquired “Would you really allow your ship and all of your crew
be destroyed, rather than surrender into my custody?”


“You already know the answer to that question, Admiral.”


As the Karukai’s piercing gaze remained laser–locked to her
own, Avara maintained her current demeanor, sustained the sense of being an
immovable object content to spend an eternity in this moment, here and now,
without hope or fear, suspended between life and death.


Finally, the Karukai Triarch broke the silence, a flush
spreading across pale cheeks as she regarded Avara with almost… Irritation?
Regard?


“It has been most enlightening to meet you, Captain Avara
Serros. I very much look forward to doing so again in the future.”


 With that, the Military Triarch’s image winked out of
existence and quietude reigned supreme throughout the Bridge and CIC.


“Captain, the Sha’tal is changing course to intercept
the TS Watcher. Repair drones and shuttles are being deployed from her
Bays.” Chopa announced into the pregnant hush, his voice trembling in relief.


“Okay crew. I don’t know about all of you, but I personally never
want to see this system or planet again.” Avara announced, sitting down in her
chair before the tension and exhaustion she’d been carefully regulating dropped
her. “Nice and easy now, let’s leave the Karukai to their efforts. Cee, set a
course for Sigil and launch a Quantum Net Buoy when ready.”


“Aye Captain, punching course now.” The Navigation Officer responded,
affirmation accompanied by a smile whose buoyancy could’ve floated a ship all
on its own.


“Let’s bring our two shuttles home but Belgrum, just in case
our Triarch isn’t on the up and up, leave the Drones in place. Right before our
jump, activate self–destruct so the Karukai won’t wander into them and war
starts today after all.”


“Understood, Captain.” The Braxien Tactical Officer
answered, his eye–membranes ticking in satisfaction.


“QN deployed.” Lieutenant Chopa announced, and all could see
the triangular net of glowing kobalt cords.


“All right people; let’s go home.” No command was ever
sweeter to give, Serros mused to herself as she sat back in her seat, eyes
front–forward while the Transition Call sounded throughout the ship and each
member of the crew strapped themselves in. The streak of stars was beyond lovely
as the frigate leaped through the blaze of dark blue and silvery white stars.


















CHAPTER 30


“What I don’t understand is how you were able to talk the
Karukai Admiral down. I mean, why didn’t she blow us to smithereens when
she had the chance? We knocked out her battlecrusier and you two blew up her entire
secret Outpost!” Lieutenant Rygel exclaimed, connecting his two
hands together in a closed fist pattern and then suddenly flaring fingers out
to convey a massive explosion, complete with sound effects.


Diana watched Avara shake her head in a vaguely self–deprecating
manner as she leaned back in her chair. The myriad of kobalt–brushed stars
created a rushing panorama outside of the Strategy Room’s oblong viewport, lending
a sense of imperturbable eternity, irrespective of the small goings on of
lesser beings.


The Senior Staff had been sitting in the conference room for
the last two hours, trading intelligence and stories about the last three and a
quarter weeks since the Ardent’s destruction. It was an event that
seemed almost a life–time past and yet at the same time, Diana could hardly
believe what her senses were telling her. Avara was here, alive and safe.


Adeline couldn’t keep from drinking in the sight, though
there was much she saw that caused a lump of concern that warred with the sheer
joy of having her love returned at long last. Avara’s beautiful eyes were as
lustrous as always, yet they somehow seemed bruised, as if injuries had taken
place that would require more than rest to heal. Serros was also far too
thin, like a crow who’d been kept caged without proper food and forced to live
on the barest of scraps. The hollowness of Avara’s frame was exaggerated by her
hair, longer than normal and falling across her forehead and upper neck like a
shadow. It’s atypical, unkempt length a living reminder of the astounding, seventeen–hundred
and twenty–three mile journey Avara and K’llan had endured.


Lieutenant Z’arr looked no less emotionally weary, yet
despite obviously being physically taxed, she also exuded a sense of vitality
that was hard to miss. Furthermore, though it was almost disconcerting for
Diana to note, it was unquestionably clear that a new closeness radiated from and
between both survivors of the crashed Karukai life–pod.


A sense of intimacy and comfort with one another pulsed forth
as they traded off telling their tale, one finishing the other’s thought or
sentence with unconscious ease and familiarity.


Don’t be an idiot, Diana Bernice Adeline! The
Lieutenant Commander scolded herself. Avara and Z’arr just survived an
ordeal that would’ve left most people nothing more than a broken pile of bones
to lay forgotten in some bloody ravine! Of course they’ve grown closer!


Though she figured it was only human, Diana couldn’t help
but feel a slight stab of jealousy at the rapport her lover and the Vosaia
shared. Still, such thoughts could do nothing to chase away her joy at Avara’s
return. Or the happiness of the entire crew, for that matter.


The exchange of information had been interrupted only once,
by Major Bennet Gaius’s arrival. Even now, an hour and a fifty minutes later,
Diana felt her eyes conspicuously moisten as she pictured the initial reunion
between Avara and one of her oldest and closest friends, her personal Steward
from the days of her first Command aboard the Sollus.


Gaius had immediately hugged the Captain, inspected her
appearance, had Dr. Argos scan both Avara and Z’arr for hidden injuries, and
then promptly ordered heaping platters of food and drink brought to the
Strategy Room. Both uncharacteristically and unbidden, he also joined the
Senior Staff at their meeting. His purpose, Diana had no doubt, being to surreptitiously
assure himself of his charge’s wellbeing. 


The man could be worse than a fussy old–hen, but at least
Avara mostly heeds his orders. The thought made Diana chuckle to herself.


Only now, two egg–salad sandwiches, one still sizzling rib–steak
cooked to rare perfection, a heap of sautéed green–beans and mushrooms, a crisp
green apple, slice of coconut cream pie and two hours later, were the reunited
crewmates finally reaching the point of convergence in the narrative.


“Admiral Vael didn’t blow us to smithereens, Dane, because
she rather cleverly is employing a more effective stratagem.” Avara answered the
Communications Officer and tech expert’s question, prompting Diana to focus more
on the discussion that her own internal musings. “A reliance on politics to
delay action in the Quorum and within the individual governments of the Aligned
Systems, rather than galvanize a response though the creation of a group of well–known
martyrs.” 


“Exactly.” Naxos agreed, emphasis lent by his elongated c
that sounded more like an s. “The hunter uses every advantage he or she
can capture.”


“And in the short term, at least, massacring a Quorum Shield
Operative and her crew along with sanctioning the capture, execution and
experimentation on a hundred or so enslaved citizens would harm, rather than
bolster, her cause.” Lieutenant Z’arr added, her soprano conveying respect and
distaste in equal measure.


“Well, it will be a mistake, in the long run.” Avara announced,
her voice losing all of its previous, good–natured humor and happiness, now
shifting to a cold kind of deadly purpose as she added, “We will be
prepared, whatever the cost.”


“Prepared?” Rygel asked, and Diana found herself thinking
that for all of his skill with a sniper rifle and remarkable aptitude for
hacking systems, in many ways, Dane was still so very young, such an innocent.


“War.” Perez announced, rich eyes unusually bleak.


“Yes.” Avara confirmed with a sharp nod, looking at each
friend sitting around the table, each officer, one after the other. “Make no
mistake, war with the Karukai Imperium is coming, and I intend for us to be ready
for it.”


Lieutenant Commander Adeline noted that every last trace of
weariness had utterly disappeared from Avara’s eyes and voice as she spoke. It
seemed that a volcano would be hard–pressed to rival the intensity she exuded. And
every single Officer replied in the affirmative to her declaration, pride and
purpose blaring forth as they saluted their superior and friend.


 After Captain Serros’s avowal, there wasn’t much left to
say.


Basic schedule and orders were laid out for the next forty–five
or so days of travel before they reached the Quorum capital. In between, a stop
was planned roughly at the journey’s midpoint for refueling and restocking at
the Human planet of Cipher. 


The crew would use the travel time well, drawing up
proposals for both the imminent threat of war and drafting a few new surprises
and augmentations for the ship and for her crew. A well–deserved, extended
shore leave was planned once they reached Sigil, as well as a full inspection, repair,
and retrofit detail of Excalibur.


A brief preliminary discussion was held in regards to merited
promotions and commendations, and then, stifling her fourth yawn, Avara finally
called an end to the impromptu meeting and reunion, citing the desire for a
much need shower and rack–time. The gathering ended with an unusually emotional
display irrespective of rank in the form of hugs and hearty handshakes, and
then the group disbanded. 


By unspoken agreement, Diana escorted Avara from Deck 2 to
her quarters on Deck 3. The journey’s normally short duration seemed interminable
as every few feet they were stopped by one crew member or another expressing
their relief and pleasure at the Captain’s safe return. Expressions that,
despite her obvious fatigue, Avara unfailingly returned with a like sentiment
and a personal comment or query. 


Seemingly years later, the cabin doors hushed closed
and the two were at last, blessedly alone.


Restraints of duty and decorum relinquished, Diana
immediately grabbed Avara’s too spare form, holding fast and as closely as possible.
When Avara’s strong arms wrapped around Adeline and returned the fervency of
her embrace, it was if a dam had been shattered by an earthquake, allowing
carefully checked emotion to flood forth.  Heart–shattering fear and life–giving
relief vied for supremacy as Diana’s tears flowed.


“Shh, it’s okay Diana, everything is going to be okay.”


“Oh, Avara. I thought I had lost you in the explosion, on
that damn planet.” Diana sobbed, finally choking out the words that had held her
captive for these last dark weeks.


“It’s all going to be alright, Diana.” Serros soothed,
holding her tighter and gently kissing her temple then brow, an offer of
comfort and affection that nearly undid Diana all over again.


Smiling slightly and moving her eyes to Avara’s face, consuming
the features of the woman she loved with her entire self, Diana whispered
Avara’s name once more like the sharing of a benediction, and then pressed her
mouth to Serros’s.


The kiss was deep, and as her mouth moved with Avara’s, the
fleeting thought that she could never kiss Avara sufficiently to be satisfied
raced in her mind. That close could never be close enough, but that she would
spend the rest of her life happily making the attempt.


After some minutes, Avara gently pulled her mouth from
Diana’s, though she didn’t release her tight hold around Adeline’s waist.
Looking at Avara’s face, it was as if a mask had fallen. Now that all immediate
crises had been addressed, Diana could read how worn Avara was. Exhaustion was
literally pouring off of her like rain in a storm, yet enervation was not the
only story to be told.


Diana caught a strange, sweet yet sad ripple in those
magnetic eyes and though she couldn’t capture its exact meaning, the poignant
expression tugged at her very core.


Running her left hand through Avara’s thick, dark locks and placing
a soft kiss on her cheek, Diana remarked, “You look like you’re going to fall
asleep where you’re standing, Officer. It’s off to the showers and then bed
with you, Captain.”


Offering the trademark crooked half–smile that Diana knew
and loved so well, Avara laughed lightly and replied, “Hmm. I’m gone for hardly
any time at all, and you’ve already taken over my ship, I see.” 


“Only when it comes to your wellbeing, Captain. Now go on;
to the showers!” Adeline answered with a gentle shove to propel Avara in the
direction of her bathroom.


“Yes, Mam.” Serros answered, issuing a smart–ass salute to
go along with her vocal tone.


While Diana left Avara to the no doubt much craved privacy
of an extended shower after weeks of being stuck on the surface of Dantis,
Diana commed for another meal to be sent up the Captain’s Cabin and then
occupied herself with going over next week’s duty rosters. Truth to tell, she
could hardly concentrate.


Hearing Avara in the next room, unconsciously singing in
that sweet alto that was all her own, sitting in these quarters surrounded by books,
keepsakes, mementoes, and works of rendered art that were all her love’s, focusing
on crew scheduling was the last thing she wanted to be doing right now.


The bell–chime asking for entry came almost as a relief twenty
minutes later, and Diana sprang up to meet it. Bennet Gaius’s smile was a
welcome sight as he came in with a covered hand tray.


“Lieutenant Commander Adeline.” He greeted, warmth in his
light eyes as he nodded his pepper–haired head in greeting. “Some food for our
patient.”


“Excellent, Gaius, thank you.” Diana answered warmly.


“Is that you, Ben?” Avara’s voice called from the bathroom beyond
the living space’s wall and from within her bedroom.


“Yes, Captain. Just making a special delivery.” The
Captain’s Steward answered, lightly wrinkled face split into a smile.


Coming out of her bed chamber wearing loose pants and a
standard issue, royal blue tank, undried hair still dripping, Avara removed the
lid then exclaimed, “Ha! It’s like a holiday. I should go missing more often!”
Her comment was punctuated by enthusiastic inhalation of the wafting aroma of
creamy, sweet–risotto and plump golden raisins still steaming in the large
bowl.


“I think not, Captain, or its bread and water for
you.” Gaius answered, his tone and feigned disapproval hiding the very real
worry Diana knew he’d carried with him for the duration of Serros’s absence.


“Tyrant!” Avara accused fondly, gripping his shoulder for a
moment in affection.


“Yes, well, I shall leave you to it.” Just before reaching
the cabin door, Bennet wagged his thick brows and admonished “Now make sure you
get some rest, ladies.” Then, with a serene smile on his face, he exited
the Captain’s Cabin before either woman could say anything in response.


As Diana fought her blush, Avara issued a rueful shrug of
her shoulders and then, bowl and spoon in hand, took a seat at her couch and set
to eating the divinely smelling dish. As the Captain consumed her repast and
the two sat next to one another and exchanged very basic observations and small
snippets from the last few weeks, though thrilled to be so close to Avara once
more, Diana couldn’t help but feel like there was a new sense of distance
between them. One that had not existed before the events that fell into play
with the TS Ardent.


More, now that Avara had changed, Diana noted with worry
several new scars and bruises that, though she knew with Serros’s PV would fade
in time, such injuries still signified the harrowing ordeal she had survived.
Her heart hurting for what Avara had experienced, Diana consciously pushed the
lingering vestiges of unease she felt at Avara’s uncharacteristic, faint
reserve as she watched Serros’s lids flutter and chin droop for the second time
during the meal.


“All right Avara, time to get you to bed, I should think,
before you fall asleep face first in your porridge.” Diana commented briskly.


Shaking her head to wake up, Avara responded with an embarrassed
smile, “I suppose that wouldn’t be terribly dignified of me, would it?”


“No, not really.” Diana answered, gently pushing Avara
through the living–work space of the cabin to Serros’s bedroom. Tucking the covers
up over and around them both and then holding tight to Avara as she spooned the
Captain’s back, Diana gently trailed several kisses on Avara’s neck and then
whispered, “Sleep, now Avara. It’s time to sleep.”


Avara’s half–murmured response was quickly followed by her
strong, even tempoed breathing as the Shield Operative almost instantly dropped
into deep, bone–weary somnolence. Feeling content for what felt like the first
time in forever, Diana also finally drifted off to be cradled by untroubled dreams.


 * * * * * 


Diana Adeline was unsure at first what had roused her, but
when she heard Avara cry out, “No! No, no!” she realized that Avara was
caught up in the throes of a nightmare. Seeing the raven dark hair shine from
perspiration as the Captain tossed back and forth, arm on her forehead as if set
to protect, Diana gently touched Avara’s cheek and urged her to wake.


Without warning, the Captain shot straight up to a sitting
position, blue eyes wild and open as if desperate to locate some unseen attacker.


“Avara, it’s okay, love. You’re aboard the Excalibur,
all is well.” Diana soothed, unused to see her friend and lover as vulnerable
as she seemed right now. Adeline sat with Serros and gently but firmly began to
rub her left shoulder and neck.


Canting her head around her own bedroom, the sense of panic
and imminent battle drained from Avara’s eyes and energy. “I’m sorry; a bad
dream.”


“So I see.” Diana said, grasping Avara close, continuing to
rub her neck and shoulders. “Anything you want to talk about?


“No, thanks. It’s just… a lot happened on the Ardent
and on Dantis, Diana.” Avara answered, her tone both haunted and melancholy at
the same time as she rubbed her palms against her face.


Unsure what to say or do to help ease Avara of whatever burden
she was obviously carrying with her, Diana asked “Would you like to go back to
sleep? I’m sure more rest could only do you good.”


Offering an expression that was half grimace, Avara replied
“I’m not sure I can sleep right now; my dreams are a little too
intense.”


“Well,” Diana remarked, issuing a coy smile before moving
her lips to Avara’s shoulder and neck, “I’m certain I can come up with something
to occupy your mind and chase away the bad dreams.” Shifting her position so
that though she was still bearing her own weight, she sat straddling Avara’s
hips, her pose placing their faces less than a breath apart. Then Diana kissed
Avara, first with gentle tenderness and then crushing her lips in rising
passion.


Fire raced through Adeline at the contact, craving pooling
from her center like warm honey dripping from a ladle, tempo increasing as she
felt Avara gradually respond. Moaning, Diana wanted, needed more, and
that need resulted in an avid questing of lips and tongue, even as she gently
pushed Avara back onto the bed.


With care that did nothing to check the ache she felt,
Diana’s right hand slipped under the thin tank Avara wore and traced a path
towards Avara’s nipple, which hardened almost immediately at her touch. With
her mouth still claiming, Diana moved her fingertips to Avara’s waistband to
search out the answer to her need.


Unexpectedly, Diana felt Avara’s smooth–palmed, yet iron–firm
grip bar her from entry, felt herself gently half–pushed off as Avara
straightened once more to an upright position.


Attempting to claim Avara’s mouth once more only to be
denied, Diana asked, “What is it? Am I hurting you? Are you okay?”


“No, it’s not that, it’s just… I’m sorry Diana, I can’t.”


Speared into place by the intensity of those beautiful eyes
and the sadness they conveyed, Diana felt an unexpected disquiet.


“I…” Avara started, then blinked, obviously shaken by something,
some emotion she was attempting to come to grips with that was painful for her
to face, to qualify.


This was more than a nightmare, more than the ordeal of
survival. “What do you mean, you can’t, Avara?” Diana asked, the vague feeling
of foreboding now flowering to a tendril of real fear.


“We have to talk, Diana.” Avara answered finally, moving her
hands so that one of Diana’s was captured in each of her own.


Meeting Diana’s gaze fully, her night–blue eyes glowing with
sincerity, undeniably brimming with an affection that Diana could plainly read,
Avara avowed “I love you, Diana, so very much, and nothing will ever
change that.”


“But?” Diana whispered, not wanting but needing to
hear what her lover was struggling to communicate.


Taking a deep breath and gripping her hands still harder,
Avara quietly answered “Something has changed for me, since Dantis. Or, maybe changed
isn’t the right word, maybe realization is more accurate.”


Like an actor trapped into delivering pre–scripted lines, Diana
forced herself to ask “Do you mean something changed for you on planet with
Lieutenant Z’arr?”


“Yes.” Serros answered directly, and Diana could see it was
hard for Avara to say that word, not because she was being untruthful, but because
she didn’t want to cause Diana pain. Her motives didn’t matter. Diana felt
blackness threaten to take away sight, felt as if her heart was held between
two chill pylons of a merciless steel vice.


“Are you lovers?” Diana half–choked the question, tears
pooling in her eyes.


“No, we’ve not been deliberately intimate sexually, but
there is… a bond between K’llan and I, that is very real.” Avara
answered immediately, though there was something about the words she chose and
how she uttered them that gave Diana pause, meaning obfuscated. 


“What the Bloody Hell does that even mean, Avara? Not ‘deliberately
intimate sexually’? Does that mean you were accidently?” Diana finally
asked, anger stirring for the first time, born from pain, confusion, and awful
fear.


Like a person determined to bravely walk the plank with
courage no matter the watery grave that awaited, Avara answered evenly, “I mean
that there is a psychic and spiritual bond between K’llan and I that came into
existence during the first few times that we met. And I also mean that while on
planet, that link expanded or, I don’t know, expedited the process of actualization…
because K’llan Fed from me.”


“What?” Diana exclaimed, hearing shock color her own
voice like a stranger reacting to their conversation.


“Yes. It was the only way for K’llan to survive; she
would have starved to death otherwise.” Avara explained, and Diana could feel
Avara’s absolute belief in the claim. “And the process is… intimate. So though
we did not have sex, Feeding is… sexual by nature, especially if a bond is
already present.”


“I don’t fully understand, Avara.” Diana finally proclaimed,
feeling like she could barely stop from screaming her frustration aloud. “Fine,
what’s done is done. I can accept why you let K’llan Feed from you, and I don’t
even care what did or did not happen between the two of you on that bloody
planet.”


Mostly.


Savagely shaking off the image of her love and the Vosaia
locked in a passionate embrace, Diana continued, “Now we move on. Unless the
act created some sort of hold on you? Some kind of influence?”


“You don’t understand, Diana.” Avara responded. “I am not
under any sort of… influence. The bond between K’llan and I was already there,
even though I didn’t fully understand it before. Remember what I said to you right
before the first time we made love? Why I couldn’t fully commit to us?” Serros
asked, her voice earnest.


Looking into Avara’s eyes, seeing the grief written there,
the determination to be truthful, Diana thought to herself how incredibly unfair
this entire situation was. How during the last weeks she’d done nothing but
desperately cling to the hope of being reunited with Avara, to again hold and
be held by the person she loved above all others, the woman she wished nothing
more than to spend the rest of her days with.


And now this.


“Yet when I kiss you, when I touch you, I can feel that you
want me, Avara. So what does that mean?” Diana finally asked, trying to make
Avara select a different choice than the one Adeline was afraid she’d already
made.


Shaking her head, crystalline tears quietly flowing, Avara responded,
“It means exactly what I said before, Diana. That I do and always will
love you. That at another time, this discussion never would have been.”


Diana wanted to ask Avara to give it some time, give them
some time, a chance. But she could not. For that was when Diana knew, truly
knew, what it was Avara was trying to tell to her. Still, she needed to hear
those final, damning words; needed the absolutism of a kind of death to search
a way forward.


“Are you in love with her, Avara?”


Gaze still locked with Diana’s, Avara answered quietly,
“Yes, I am.”


With those three words, Diana felt her world shatter, felt
light and hope and tomorrow reduced to ash blown away by winter’s wind.


Avara loved and would always love Diana; she was in love
with K’llan.


Diana abruptly snatched her hands away from Avara’s grasp
and half–stumbled to her feet from the bed as she turned blindly towards the
door, not pausing to gather her clothes or data–screen, just needing desperately
to leave.


Yet before she had even reached the cabin’s portal, Avara was
there, moving with the speed of a phantom to block Diana’s path, placing very
real, very warm arms around Diana in a fierce embrace. “I am so sorry,
Diana. So very sorry.” Adeline could feel the Captain’s hot tears trickle to her
own head then face, was rocked by Serros’s trembling that intermingled with
hers.


Letting Avara hold her, letting herself feel safe and be
comforted for one final moment, Diana whispered, “I know, Avara.”


Then, pulling back just enough to meet Avara’s tear–filled face,
Adeline offered a faint smile traced with self–directed scorn, and no small measure
of bitterness.


“I was wrong, you know; I did lose you on that
planet.” She whispered, and then fled the cabin. This time Avara did not stop
her.


















CHAPTER 31


The last four days had felt like nothing less than some sort
of temporal distortion, hours blurring together with the plethora of tasks and
duties to be performed that had accreted and multiplied during her absence. Yet
perversely, Avara felt that time was somehow being held captive, shackled from
its normative flow as Serros lost hours to much needed rest, even while being
plagued by unsettled emotion.


Repair manifests, procurement needs, crew promotion and
replacement requisitions, letters to the family and loved ones of those that
they had lost during the Ardent’s explosion and the battle with the TS
Watcher; all this and more took up the majority of the Captain’s waking
hours. When not focused on managing the direct needs of her ship and crew, with
almost fanatical zeal, Avara set herself to the task of drawing up preliminary
plans and strategies in preparation for the dark days she knew were lying ahead
for all the Quorum Aligned Systems.


The Shield Operative expended countless hours not only strategizing
against identifiable enemies, but also worked tirelessly drafting proposals to
the Quorum and individual system administrations to ensure that all governments
recognized and acted on the coming threat of escalated conflict with the
Karukai Imperium. It would be a hard sell for many, some not wanting to believe
the menace was real or being too occupied with day to day affairs of
governance, others with concerns over prestige and self–serving economic interests.


But Captain Avara Serros intended to succeed.


When not sleeping or preoccupied with her duties, Avara
struggled with a deep sense of grief that warred with the relief at being home
and the peace of decision.


Other than the barest of communication over responsibilities
and the performance of duty, Avara had only spoken with Diana once since ending
their romantic relationship. It had been almost unbearably painful for them
both. When inquired upon, Diana communicated in no uncertain terms that she was
doing poorly and expected that to remain true for the foreseeable future.


With a level of pain bleeding from her beautiful brown eyes
that was nothing short of excruciating for Avara to witness, Serros’s second closest
friend and former lover had then, with quiet dignity, asked for distance and
space to deal with the loss of their relationship. Had asked Avara to respect
her wishes.


And so, her heart made heavy while surreptitiously observing
the listless quality Diana moved through her days and performed her duties,
Avara forced herself to stand back and honor Adeline’s request. All the while
hoping for peace and comfort to reignite life and joy for the person she still,
very much held a deep and abiding love for.


Beyond the occupation of duty and her efforts to come to
terms with the reality of ceasing her relationship with Diana, there was one other
topic that entered Avara’s mind and heart with pervasive relentlessness,
whether Serros was at work, eating a quiet meal, exercising and sparring to
recapture her pre–Dantis health and vitality, or wandering her own dreams in
the depths of slumber.


K’llan Z’arr.


Though the two had been very pleasant to one another since
their return, Avara had been maintaining a certain distance between them,
giving herself some time and displaying a measure of respect she felt she owed
Diana.


Still, despite the polite remove, thoughts of the Vosaia were
omnipresent. Her sweet smile, the light in her remarkable violet eyes, the peal
of silvery laughter as she teased Serros about her glass–breaking proclivities.
Her scent, so reminiscent of the heady bouquet of anlya flowers that had been
blooming in the Sonata on Sigil at their first friendly meeting.


Again and again, Avara was jarred by remembrance of K’llan’s
unshakable courage as she faced every challenge Dantis had offered them. Her
unswerving dedication to completing their mission no matter the personal cost, her
refusal to leave Avara to any fate without standing at her side.


Even more, the memory of what in many ways was their first
true kiss right before they separated in the research and cloning facility
played over and over in Avara’s mind. At times, when she was sleeping at night,
alone in her quarters, Avara could feel K’llan, feel the psychic and
physical sensation of their nyas merging as if the Vosaia was presently
with her, in her arms as she was undeniably in her heart.


When, late into the fifth evening after her return to Excalibur,
Avara woke with a start, heart pounding wildly, again wrapped within the very
real impression of K’llan’s presence and the active fusion of their nyas,
a realization struck with the suddenness and force of a hammer to temple. What
she was feeling, the link of their souls, was real. Was really occurring here,
right now, as sleep washed away waking barriers and their souls
searched one another out in their dreams.


Because choice has already been made that cannot be
unmade. Now all that is left for us is to understand and accept what that
choice means, no more, no less.


Unbidden, K’llan’s words from a week ago, when she had Fed
from Avara for the final time on Dantis, whispered into Serros’s mind. A choice
had been made, months ago really, and finally, Avara understood that
choice and found full acceptance of it.


Sitting up and raking her hands through dark hair mercifully
trimmed back to its standard length, Avara took a heavy breath. Entirely
unclothed, she swung her legs over the side of her bed and out of tangled
sheets, evidence as to her restless slumber, and made her way to the small
bathroom. Quickly splashing cold water on her flushed face, Avara exited the
lavatory. The Captain then grabbed and hastily shucked on her uniform trousers
and an onyx hued dress shirt.


Entirely foregoing her uniform jacket as regulations
demanded and, while hurriedly clipping the untucked shirt and shoving her bare feet
into her uncinched half–boots, Avara made for her cabin’s door with an ease of distinct
purpose she hadn’t experienced since Dantis.


Arriving at her destination point in under two minute’s
time, Avara was just about to thumb the door’s alert chime when it quietly wooshed
open.


Without a word, K’llan stepped to the side, allowing Avara
entry into her quarters, the doors humming closed behind the Captain’s back. Avara
was tangentially aware of the many small design projects and diagrams that
neatly occupied almost every unused space in Z’arr’s cabin.


She could also vaguely smell the carefully maintained anlya
plant in its viridian painted pot located in the far corner of the main room.
Yet all the details of her surroundings were muted in a kind of benign fog. Her
awareness was almost entirely sealed to the visage and energy of the woman who
stood just inches before her.


K’llan was dressed in a tightly sashed, pale blue robe of
silk that, given the state of the rumpled sheets and covers of her nearby bed,
Avara knew had been hastily thrown on. Her hair, long thick waves of spun
sapphire, fell freely about her shoulders like a cascade of the purest sea
water, and a faint blush of pale azure touched her cheeks and graceful neck.


Staring into K’llan’s violet eyes, as rich as sunlight streaming
through purple–stained glass in the high afternoon sun, Avara suddenly found
that words simply would not form. That she couldn’t speak, could only stare at
K’llan like she was a dream come to life.


As minutes poured into minutes and neither gave voice,
K’llan finally broke the awkward silence, a small furrow of concern appearing
between her delicately arched brows. “Captain, now that we have returned to the
ship and… and we have time to speak, we should discuss… what happened between
us on the planet.”


Pausing for a brief moment, a faint shadow dimming the radiance
of her eyes and her voice almost fragile in form, K’llan seemed to check
something she was about to say and then continued with, “We need to consider
our working relationship and…”


“I love you.”


Whatever else K’llan intended to communicate was shattered
by Avara’s interruption. The Human could feel the surge of emotion swell like
the climax of an operatic opus. Yet still, it was almost immediately tempered
as K’llan quietly asserted “Avara, we have just experienced an extremely
emotional and intensely physical ordeal. It would only be natural to need time
to reflect…”


“I love you, K’llan.” Avara interrupted a second time,
waving away K’llan’s almost superhuman effort to ensure not the truth of
their connection, of Nyeria, but Avara’s readiness to embrace
that truth.


“I love you.” Avara repeated a third time, releasing all
psychic and emotional barriers, letting the truth of her words flow from her
entire being unchecked. “I love you deeply and without reservation, and I know
you feel the same way.”


“Yes, I do.” K’llan’s whispered reply chased away all
shadow, was the release of the final fetter maintaining distance between them.


Her last word had hardly flown free before Avara’s mouth
captured K’llan’s in an almost bruising kiss and her arms pressed the Vosaia’s
firm body to her own with unrestrained zeal. The flow of their mouths was
nothing short of a frenetic dance of long denied need, and Avara couldn’t
imagine even for a moment, that her desire to taste K’llan’s lips could ever
abate.


After what felt like hours, Serros at last relinquished
K’llan’s mouth to bury herself in the thick locks flowing around K’llan’s neck,
her senses suffused by smooth, sweet smelling skin as she traced a path to
K’llan’s throat, then elegant collarbone.


Just as she did with her mouth, Avara’s hands enthusiastically
explored the contours of the Vosaia’s generously curved, sleek body. Fingers
traveled up and down K’llan’s quivering shoulders, back, then hips; expertly
finding and lingering on specific pressure points before continuing their
journey, eager for new discovery.


Finding access hindered, Serros untied the sash of K’llan’s
robe and with a single, swift movement the garment was set free to pool at
their feet, and nothing separated Serros’s touch from K’llan’s warm skin.


Avara could feel K’llan’s breasts against her own through
the thin silk of her shirt as she crushed K’llan still harder to her rapidly
thudding heart. Just as eagerly, K’llan used a single finger to trace the aperture
of Avara’s dress shirt until each micro–mag clip was released and with that,
the Vosaia all but ripped the obstacle from Serros’s shoulders and free of her
body altogether. Feeling her stomach muscles spasm at the contact between them,
Avara groaned as with a determined twist, K’llan slipped Avara’s trousers down
past her hips, and Serros impatiently kicked loose shoes away. 


With no obstacle remaining between them and her entire core
shaking with the need to be ever closer, Avara’s mouth traced a path downward,
past K’llan’s collar and to her breasts, lips feather–light and tongue
switching between caressing kisses and persistent, sucking nips that ended with
teeth grazing hardened flesh.


Positioning her thigh between K’llan’s legs, Serros could
feel the slick evidence of arousal. Moving as if through water, only partially
aware that anything existed outside of their bodies within this moment, the two
gradually made their way to the edge of the K’llan’s bed. Immediately after
they fell on the soft covers, K’llan twined her slender fingers in Serros’s
short hair and forcefully gripped Avara’s head so that she could reclaim her
mouth. Her kiss was all fierce passion, driven by a soul–shaking want.


Arms wrapped around Avara’s neck and upper back as the Human
crushed Z’arr’s body underneath her own weight, for just an instant K’llan
pulled away, lilac eyes pools of almost stupefied intoxication, swirling with a
heady mix of love and desire. Silk–smooth voice roughened with unbearable need,
K’llan asked almost fearfully “Avara?”


Looking at the face of the person she loved with an
intensity of meaning that both equaled and surpassed basic Human understanding
of the concept, knowing what question K’llan was asking, Avara replied simply,
“Yes, K’llan,” followed by, “Please.”


Regarding Avara for the passage of a single heartbeat,
K’llan again moved for Avara’s lips at the same moment that Avara leaned towards
K’llan.


Mouths all but devouring in the passion of contact, both emotion
and thought collided along with the physical exchange. Once more, this time
with all restraint erased as K’llan initiated Feeding, Avara felt everything
that she was, every memory, each belief and value, the very essence of her
psychic and emotional self, completely laid bare and merged with every vital
element that comprised the entire essence of K’llan Z’arr.


Just as K’llan fully offered herself to Avara as Avara did
for K’llan, each individual’s nya became indistinct from the other, both
souls irrevocably amalgamated even as their bodies moved in tandem.


Avara’s vision became all bright light and fleeting images
conveyed without sound. With painfully sweet awareness, she could feel the
warmth of K’llan welcoming her home as her fingers slid into place between
K’llan’s thighs at the same moment K’llan similarly found Avara. Moving with
the tide of feeling and physical sensation, time seemed endless, and release
that could never be enough was realized again and again as early night wove
into first morning and finally, late afternoon chased into night again.
Weariness was a fleeting concept in the unfettered bliss of expression and delight
of discovery, each moment of taste and touch unending enchantment, each new breath–stealing
apex of ecstasy claimed leaving them anything but spent.


Instead, every shuddering discharge only increased their
hunger for one another, the sensation akin to a person who had spent a life
well into her twilight years sightless, and was suddenly gifted with the full
panoply of color and form to experience at will.


Finally, though desire still sung through their bodies like
low burning liquid fire, they chose to breathe the stillness of perfect
serenity, of harmony reified. In that tranquility and sweet lassitude, with
their bodies inextricably wrapped within one another, Avara listened to the
beautiful song of interlaced souls that murmured between herself and the
Vosaia.


Avara found herself thinking that whatever tomorrow brought,
this was her place. This was where she belonged. Here, as
one with K’llan Z’arr.


 * * * * * 


The low–toned, late hour lights of the Dah’hakar
Class Dreadnaught lent a bloody cast to the walls and durexium grating of the
ship’s interior, almost like the very air pulsed with arteries striving to
support the ship’s gluttonous heart. As the slim form traced a path through the
low–thrumming corridors of the dreaming craft, the ascetic preoccupation with
bloody reds, murky grays, and stark blacks lent an almost primal aspect to
vessel. As if it was borne from an age of blood–ritual and sacrifice, when
dominance and strength in battle were the only coin accepted to measure value.


Oh, everything was well ordered and almost obsessively
clean. There was no residuum of dust to be found, each wall, floor plate,
railing and illumination panel was optimally maintained. Even this late into
the sleep–cycle, every on–duty soldier’s uniform was perfectly pressed and
precisely fitted. Order, hierarchy, position and place all determined by a
strict course of promotion predicated upon individual ability, prowess,
cunning, and the careful application of necessitated brutality.


Slipping through the too familiar pathways of this
particular warship, a shadow cast into darker shadow, revulsion roiled in the trim
figure’s chest like a tide only to be quickly sublimated with ruthless
practice, hidden deep inside behind a psychic wall of opaque stone,
impenetrable. As the figure’s destination came into view, two guards in full
battle armor barred the way, lightning chevrons gleaming proudly on their
pectoral plates.


Yet after the shadow stepped forward into the light, they
keyed a warning to the occupants beyond the portal at which they stood vigil. Within
moments the slim form stepped between the two soldiers, granted entry into the accommodations
beyond.


The adjoining rooms were well–appointed in the sense that
every example of technology, each individual piece of furniture or object, was
crafted with the highest expression of skill and quality. Yet overall the
quarters were utilitarian and sparse in design.


The one nod to beauty for its own sake rather than practical
application, was the expansive view–port that graced most of the far wall of
the main room, providing a spectacular view of the trinary system and cream,
brown, and viridian world that the dreadnaught was currently orbiting. The main
room of the personal quarters and the one that the entry opened into was
clearly a work–space, graced as it was by a sleekly designed desk and a large,
smooth–toned HUD.


The quarters were entirely absent of occupants save for two
individuals of like height and build that stood at the HUD, speaking quietly as
they reviewed the holographic data projections. As the figure walked towards
the two deep in conversation, the comfort of shadow was drained away by the
much brighter light positioned above. Green, yellow, blue, purple, and above
all, orange lights flickered to glinting life from the display.


The slightly taller of the two figures trained her ruby–hued,
hawk–like gaze forward, her strong features further drawing comparison to a
predatory avian, yet the straight–cut lines of jaw and chin were delicate, a beauty
emphasized by unusually lush lips that were currently compressed into a tight frown.
“Report, Operative.”


Kneeling before the two Karukai, the blue–silver hair of her
bent head glinting in the harsh light, the figure informed in a clear voice “The
mission was a success, Master. The target has been eliminated.”


“Well done, Operative Hadarr.” The taller of the two, Captain
Ry’ar Vael commented, pursed lips altering to a faint smile of approval as she
nodded her permission for the Vosaia to rise.


“It is a shame, Captain, that you did not perform as well as
your slave.” The other Karukai announced, and for all her mildness of tone, the
apparent disapprobation was more biting than if she had shouted at full
capacity.


Turning to face her superior, Captain Vael bowed her head,
hand over heart in apologetic submission, then offered “Forgive me, Triarch.
The appearance and interference of the Quorum Shield Operative was most
unexpected.”


Surprisingly, Admiral Artah Vael offered a slight, low–toned
chuckle in response to the younger Karukai’s assertion. “Yes, Niece. Well, it
seems the Human, Captain Serros, makes a habit of being surprising.”


Turning her measuring stare to the Vosaia, who carefully
kept her own turquoise eyes lowered, the Triarch asked “Tell me, Goyan Hadarr,
do you know what your fellow Shield Operative managed to do?”


“No, Triarch, I do not.” Goyan replied.


“Yet I am sure you can hazard a guess, yes?” Admiral Vael
queried, her soft voice pleasant. Yet in those dark, almost sultry, garnet
colored orbs, Goyan could see the test she was be presented with, the trap that
was constructed to lance any vacillation of intent or purpose.


Working hard to find her center, to keep the cognitive
shields and barriers she had grown so accustomed to hiding behind solid and
present, Goyan carefully answered, “Given our present remote coordinates, I
assume Captain Serros was able to deduce the location of one of the Imperium’s
clone production facilities and hinder its usefulness.”


Narrowing her gaze, Admiral Vael commented, “Accurate and astute,
Operative, as I would expect of so valued an Asset.” Hands resting on the HUD table
as she leaned forward to emphasize her next words, the Triarch continued, “However,
the Human did more than hinder. She eliminated the entire crop of almost
matured clone soldiers, one–hundred and seventy–five thousand in total. And,
somehow, half–dead from injury and depravation, she also managed to defeat your
Master in single combat.”


It was so hard, but Goyan found that she was able, if
just barely, to suppress the sudden surge of exhilaration she felt at the Triarch’s
announcement.


Catching the murderous look on Captain Ry’ar Vael’s face,
any joy Hadarr felt at the thought of her Master’s defeat turned to bitter ash
in her mouth. The Triarch had just deliberately humiliated her Executive
Officer in front of Ry’ar’s own slave. It was an act contrived to put the
younger Vael in her place and at the same time, inspire her to better
performance in the future.


As brilliant as it was manipulative. And likely to result
in Ry’ar’s exorcism of frustration upon myself, later when we are
unaccompanied.


“Triarch, I swear to you…” Ry’ar began, a blush of rose
sweeping across her paper–pale skin.


“No, do not offer me words, Captain, I want acts, I
want deeds.” The Military Triarch smoothly interrupted, her voice like
liquid smoke.


“And you shall have them, Triarch.” The younger Vael
fervently vowed.


Relinquishing her stern demeanor, the Admiral remarked, “I
meant what I said, Niece. This Human has indeed proven to be full of surprises.
I wonder if it would have been better to eliminate her when the chance was
readily available.” The Triarch said the last while looking at Goyan, obviously
referring to the Vosaia’s time aboard the QS Excalibur.


Seeing in her mind once more the face of Avara Serros, the
resolute, almost idealistic fire of belief the Human Captain carried herself
with, Goyan felt a sudden spear of heartfelt distress at the thought of that
light, that fire, being extinguished.


Then, just as quickly, Hadarr snuffed the sentiment. 


That life is over for you. Now there is only the mission,
one more day purchased; that is the only meaning which remains.


“No Admiral, I can think of much better use for the Human
than death.” Captain Vael’s words sliced into Goyan’s scathing self–recriminations.


“Yes, yes, your appetites are well known, Captain, but
neither your bedroom entertainment nor the satisfaction of personal revenge are
priority here.” The elder Vael commented.


Disapproval, again. Interesting.


Flushing once more, the younger Karukai protested, “No Aunt,
not merely personal satisfaction. There is something… unusual about this
Human, and she is very highly placed.”


Walking around the HUD and glancing out the view–port in
contemplation, Admiral Vael probed “You mean to make use of her, to turn her?”


“Yes.” The Captain answered, following the Triarch to stand
before the starscape.


Turning to Goyan, the Admiral asked the Vosaia “Do you think
this is possible, to turn the Human?”


Another test.


Does she lie to protect the life of a member of the select
group whose ideals she had formerly sworn loyalty to, before she had turned
traitor to everything except what she held to be most dear? Or does answer
honestly?


“It is difficult to know; it would depend on leverage.”
Goyan finally answered, offering a half–truth, attempting to walk the middle path.
As if she’d not already made her choice years before, the only real choice she
could make.


Looking at Goyan with a full–lipped smile that was nothing
short of conceitedly possessive, Captain Ry’ar Vael commented, “It is always
about the proper leverage, isn’t it, Operative Hadarr?”


Understanding what the Karukai wanted to hear and only too
intimately acquainted with the truth of Ry’ar’s claim upon her, Goyan answered,
“Yes, Master.”


“In the end, the Human’s life or death is immaterial.” The
Admiral stated, interrupting the assertion of power going on between her Second
in Command and the Asset. 


“The Human has formed Nyeria with another, the framed
Vosaia STF Agent.”


Thinking the matter was dropped, Hadarr felt genuine
surprise pour over her at Captain Vael’s announcement.


And then she remembered what is was like to work with the
Human Shield Operative, the heady, trickling signature of soul energy she had
experienced during their kiss while undercover in the night club on Voss. It was
a memory that was followed by the potent recollection of Serros and Z’arr
standing with one another all those months ago in the Adrenix Factory.


Disbelief dissipated like morning mist in the heat of a
summer afternoon.


“Has she?” The Triarch mused. “Most unusual.” Then she
shrugged, dismissing the entire subject with that single gesture. “It does not
matter. The Human is only one person, one player in the much larger game.”
Turning to fully face the younger Karukai, the Admiral added, “The loss of
Outpost J2 is irrelevant to the wider play; all is proceeding quite well for
us.”


“And the Quorum’s discovery of our clone production?” Goyan’s
Master asked, frowning at the thought.


“The Quorum and Aligned Systems will still be mired in their
own indecision and cumbersome bureaucracy, aided by the seeds of dissention we
have managed to sow these last few years.” Triarch Vael answered, and Goyan
could feel the woman’s confidence pouring from her nya like a landslide
down a trembling mountain. “Either way, Outposts A1 though Q3 are progressing
on schedule.”


With her deep garnet eyes gleaming and elegant features
framed with satisfaction, the commander of the TS Sha’tal addressed her
Executive Officer’s unspoken query as she proclaimed, “It is for the larger
game that I recalled your Asset, Captain.”


“Yes, Triarch.” Ry’ar responded.


Then Admiral Artah Vael, Military Triarch of the Karukai Imperium,
focused the entirety of her attention on the Vosaia, her quiet voice and
unbending will arresting all of Goyan Hadarr’s attention as she proclaimed “I
have a new mission for you, Operative Hadarr. One that will help ensure Karukai
victory in the coming war. I am sure,” she added, tone deadly with intent, “you
will do all you can to ensure a successful outcome.”


With a bitterness that she was well practiced at hiding,
once more Goyan Hadarr bent her head in submission as she answered, “Yes,
Master.”
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