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The star gleamed off the hull of the vast station that floated in orbit, just as it did off 
the fleet of ships that stared it down. These ships were vast and menacing, and 
completely unlike anything the people on the station had ever seen before. Only a few of 
them knew what was happening. Most didn’t know there was anything special about that 
moment. And almost none knew what was about to happen. 

Almost. 
New lights appeared on the ships. Dozens of them, blindingly intense and not cast by 

the star. They grew quickly, larger and more powerful until it seemed they could be no 
brighter. In an instant the light spread, blasting outwards in a beam that would have 
blinded any eyes that looked at it. If there had been air to make a sound, there would 
have been a roar of fire and lightning. 

The part of the station that was struck vaporized on contact, and the atmosphere 
exploded out into the void. The energy shot through power conduits that couldn’t hope 
to contain its force. A chain of detonations traveled like a wave across the station, leaving 
even more decompressions in their wake. The crippled computer struggled to activate 
any of the responding stabilizers, trying to keep the station in orbit. It failed, and the 
explosions and decompressions pushed it into a new course. It revolved slowly on a 
lopsided axis, in a few days time it would crash into the planet below. 

The overloads continued, especially in the already damaged sections. As entire walls, 
ceilings and floors were smashed to bits, the plates in the floor that generated the 
artificial gravity refused to relinquish their hold so easily. Their influence sent the 
shrapnel flying off in a multitude of directions before they themselves were destroyed. 

Along with the shards, there were bodies. The decompressions ripped people from 
their lives and violently threw them out the openings in the hull. It beat and broke them 
before condemning them to the eternal silence of the void. Provided nothing ever got in 
their path they would keep going forever, never stopping, never slowing. In a hundred-
thousand years time they would still be there, slowly edging their way to the end of the 
solar system and out into open space. They would look exactly the same as they did on 
the day they died, not even their expressions would have changed. 

There were fires. Some burnt out quickly as their fuel depleted fast in the emptiness, 
others lingered on the meager supplies that poured out of broken pipes meant to 
maintain the operation of the station. 

In less the thirty seconds, the damage was done. 
The people in the ships felt no remorse at what had transpired as they watched the 

chaos they had incited. Why should they? They had done what they needed to, and this 
was only the beginning. But wait, something was different. They detected something, 
they couldn’t believe it. 

It was here. 
The attack would have to wait. This was more important. It was more important then 

anything. 
(1) 

 
Aeleron stood in the darkened elevator as it descended, waiting to reach his 

destination. He readjusted his grip on the folders in his hand as they started to slip 
from perspiration. He wasn’t sure why he was so nervous, he had briefed the ministry 
before and was well on his way to becoming one of them, if the rumors were true. 

Security Minister Aeleron, he liked the sound of that. He had long believed that the 
Office of Imperial Intelligence had become complacent, even lazy. The recent debacle 
over their treatment of the growing dissident movements proved they could be sloppy. 
In truth it surprised him that they had ever decided to act, but it had still taken them 
years after the threat was identified to make up their minds. Time the enemy had no 
doubt been using to their advantage. 

The small dinging sound of the elevator arriving at the bottom floor pulled him out 
of his thoughts. He straightened his shirt as the doors opened, greeting him with the 
sight of the basement hallway that had a long unsavory history of being used for things 
OII would rather keep hidden. He walked down it, passing the sealed gateways to 
room after room of old secrets until he arrived at the only doors covered by a guard. 
He showed his security badge and relayed the password in the same tone they all used 
when speaking the ancient phrase, a mix of reverence and repetition. 

“In defense of the brave, we stand.” he said. 
The guard seemed satisfied, and stood aside to let him pass. The windowless 

conference room beyond was just as dark as the hall had been. The moment he entered 
all eyes were on him. The Senior Ministers and the Emperor already sat around a long 
table waiting, a pervasive air of tense boredom filling the space like a haze. Aeleron 
had hoped he wouldn’t be the only late one, but to no avail. 

“Good evening ministers, emperor.” He said as he bowed. They all nodded their 
heads once in acknowledgment. The emperor looked particularly eager to begin. 

He was slightly older then the other ministers; the grey in his hair had not yet 
reached full saturation but was still clearly dominant. He was a very tall, imposing 
man whose sense of practicality made him forgo his traditional elaborate robes in 
favor of a simple suit. Lately he had grown more and more tired, and he didn’t wear 
the heavy lines of it on his face well. It wasn’t easy presiding over what many viewed 
as a sinking ship. This was probably his only chance to make things right. 

“Shall we get started?” Aeleron asked as he took out his notes and activated the 
large screen at the end of the table. It began to show a series of highly pixilated images, 
with circles and lines drawn across them to try and point out relevant details. 

“Assuming it can be believed, this is a summery of the important information we’ve 
been able to retrieve from the memory core we… found.” Aeleron was not naive enough 
to think for a second that such a crucial breakthrough had simply been stumbled upon, 
but he knew better then to ask about its origins and continued the presentation. He 
passed out copies of his report to everyone, then sat and waited as they read, watching 
they’re reactions closely. 

Most of the ministers read with great attention, trying to absorb every detail of 
these people. Some just sat, still shrouded by boredom and believing their departments 
had nothing to do with the situation at hand. But the meeting had been for the entire 
senior staff, so they had come. They wouldn’t dare protest. 

The Emperor sat still, clearly amazed they had been able to amass this much data. 
They were a mysterious and confusing adversary, and he had assumed that very little 
useful information would be uncovered. 

At last it seemed like most of them were finished, and Aeleron spoke up. 
“Those are only their most relevant historical events up to date, a more detailed 

account is available.” 
 “I’m concerned about these so-called ‘Time Agents’. People from the future who 

claim to undo alterations in the past? An organization like that couldn’t possibly exist if 
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we’re successful.” The Security Minister’s voice carried the slightest trace of fear, and 
Aeleron was sure he wasn’t the only one to notice. 

“It’s clearly possible that history can be changed. They said the war with the nira 
was engineered by an enemy faction from the future, and the agents weren’t able to 
counteract that alteration.” Aeleron was not a temporal physicist; he hoped his 
reasoning was sound. “So they had to settle for winning the war in the hope that it 
would create a less altered future. That incident must have had unforeseen 
consequences, like the attack on New Oceana.”  

“An alternate timeline?” The Minister of War, who happened to be a friend of 
Aeleron named Nydran, asked. 

Aeleron nodded, satisfied someone else had understood. “One in which the outcome 
may be in flux.” 

The Emperor looked up from the pose of intense thought he had been in since the 
briefing began, and spoke as though he felt the weight of destiny on him. These were 
important words. “We don’t have a choice, and we’ve done nothing for far too long. 
Prepare the first attack. We need to make ourselves known to these… I’m sorry, how 
exactly is that pronounced?” 

“Humans, my lord. They are known as humans.” 
 

(2) 
 
He was floating. 
He tried to look around, tried to discern any detail from the solid shadow that 

surrounded him, but his head collided with something hard and unforgiving. The 
darkness pressed in on him from all sides. It pressed harder on his back, and he realized 
he wasn’t floating. He was laying face-up, but on what he couldn’t tell. 

He thought hard, forcing any memories he had of what had come before to the 
surface of his mind. Where was he, what had happened? But the only revelation was the 
sudden insight that he had a headache. He blinked experimentally to see if his eyes 
where open. They were. 

His name. He could remember his name, Lewis Reyes. Everything else came flooding 
back. He was a Commander at the Cairo Station Shipyards, he had been talking with his 
friends. Something strange had just happened to him, but he couldn’t remember what. 
Then there had been… 

Then there had been fire. 
He struggled against the ethereal darkness that held him back, trying to force it out of 

his way. As he pushed, he became aware of the sensation in his bare hands, he 
recognized it. It wasn’t a void or a shade he was shoving, it was metal. With a great burst 
of effort he forced himself to his feet, feeling the large pile of rubble slide of him. 

He opened his eyes, and preferred the sight of the darkness. The wide, open space 
that had once been the mess hall was now full of small smoldering fires and twisted 
hunks of metal, lights still shining feebly from where they had been thrown. Several of 
the kitchens along the walls seemed to have small grease fires building as he watched, 
and he couldn’t tell if anyone was stopping them. He looked upwards and was greeted 
with the sight of the deck above. Almost the entire ceiling had collapsed, opening into 
the now empty shells of what used to be crew quarters. Most of them still had things 
hanging on the walls. The power conduits that ran through the deck plating had 
probably exploded. 

He stumbled drunkenly forward, his hearing starting to come back as he did so, 
letting him in on the torrent of screams and shouts from the other scattered survivors 
just starting to rise like the water level in a flooding room. He couldn’t tell how many 
there were, everything echoed and distorted until the noise was just a meaningless roar 

in his still-ringing ears. Through the haze that still clouded his mind he feverishly 
searched the face of everyone he could see, frantically trying to find someone he 
recognized. He tried to focus, tried to hammer his mind back into shape as he drifted. 
The smog began to part, but only just, still leaving him in no condition to do anything 
but find his friends. 

At last he saw Atana standing over the debris, helping M’yara to her feet. The blast 
must have thrown him across the room, they had all been sitting at the same table. 
Clumsily, his feet sliding on the scraps that littered the floor, he made his way over to 
them. 

Atana caught sight of him as he approached. “Commander!” 
He smiled a little weakly, and discovered his voice still worked. “Glad to see you’re 

still in one piece. Where’s Steven?” 
“Right here.” A disheveled voice sounded from below them, and Steven began digging 

himself out. “Oh I’m fine thanks for asking, but I could use a hand here.” 
“Sorry.” M’yara said as she helped him up, then turned back to Lewis and Atana. 

“Now, anyone gonna tell us what the hell just happened?” 
“Ugh, I’ve got no idea.” Lewis rubbed his brow and blinked a few times, trying to 

clear his head. He turned away and coughed loudly, expelling the dust from his lungs. 
This was not a good place to be. 

Steven picked up a light fixture that though detached from the wall was still receiving 
power and held it up to Lewis’s face. “Pupil response looks good, no sign of bleeding. I 
don’t think you have a concussion, or at least it’s a really small one.” 

Lewis was impressed. “I didn’t know you knew how to do that.” 
Steven smiled. “You’ve just witnessed the extent of my medical knowledge.” 
Atana put a finger to her earpiece, her ever so slightly inhuman brow furled with 

tension. “Atana to Hunter. Atana to Command Deck. It is useless, the com is disabled.” 
M’yara looked around and walked over to a man lying face down a few feet away. She 

shook his shoulder gently. “Hey, wake up. Come on, wake up.” 
She rolled him over, revealing his warped face, matted blood-soaked hair 

surrounding a gaping hole in his head she could have stuck her hand into without 
touching the sides. She yelled and stumbled backwards, but she tripped over a woman’s 
hand and landed sprawled across her waste, only a few inches from where an eighteen 
inch shard of a communication relay stuck straight up into the air out of her chest. She 
rolled off the woman, coming face to face with a body so badly burnt all that was left was 
a vaguely human shaped shell of carbon and chard flesh. 

She ran nearly six feet before Lewis caught her. He felt the blood drain out of his 
head at the sudden need to sprint forwards, but kept his footing and held her by the 
shoulders. “M’yara, M’yara! Listen to me! It’s horrific, I know, but we’re alive. Focus on 
that. Now we need to figure out what happened here, and we’re gonna need you to do 
that. Can you help us?” 

She closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths. “Yeah. Yeah I think I’m good. I’m on 
the up.” 

“Good, now look around. But don’t look at the bodies, look at the evidence. What do 
you see?” 

Her eyes opened and immediately drifted across the scene with an air of detached 
professionalism. If Lewis had been operating at full mental capacity, he would have been 
slightly stunned at how easily he filtered out the horror. She stopped, some minute detail 
in the wreckage had caught her attention and she walked up to it. 

“What is it?” Atana asked. 
“It’s a fragment of a power conduit, probably from the ceiling. See the scaring on the 

inside? It overloaded, big time.” M’yara responded. 
“There’s no way the reactor could have done that.” Lewis said. “If it overloaded that 
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much we wouldn’t be standing here, we’d all be floating in a thousand little bits.” 
“So what does that leave?” Steven wondered. 
M’yara thought it over. “There’s some evidence to suggest that the discharge from 

energy based weapons would shoot through the power grid first, you know, path of least 
resistance. But those are all just prototypes and theories, I don’t think anyone actually 
has one big enough to do this.” 

“But just to be clear,” Steven asked. “We might be under attack right now?” 
Atana shrugged. “We are on the edge of Lytar Space.” 
But Lewis shook his head, hoping he sounded more confident then he felt. “We’ve 

been getting threats from them since before the Empire collapsed. If one of the factions 
actually decided to make good on those they’d be stomped out by the end of the month. 
None of them are strong enough to wage a war right now, and I don’t think they’re 
suicidal enough to try.” 

M’yara thought, running through the list of possible culprits in her mind. “The 
uorians might be giving it another go. Trying to finish what they started.” 

Lewis’s eyes almost seemed to glaze over, and a tone of smooth, unwavering anger 
broke into his voice. “For their sake I hope not.” 

Steven interjected sharply. “Look, we don’t know any of this for sure. There’s still a 
good chance this was only an accident. Let’s just try to get everyone to safety, and if we 
can figure out what happened we’ll deal with it then, ok?” 

Lewis’s fire dimmed, and out in the rubble he saw scattered people doing everything 
from digging others out to simple panicking. “He’s right. We need to start thinking about 
how to get these people out of here. And I don’t just mean this room, I mean off the 
station completely.” 

“How do we even know anyone else made it through?” M’yara asked. “I mean, this 
looks pretty bad.” 

Steven looked around the room again. “Well, there isn’t anything structurally 
significant about this place. If there are survivors here there could be survivors 
anywhere.” 

A series of loud thuds suddenly echoed through the dieing station. “And that would 
be the structurally compromised areas decompressing.” Lewis remarked, then shifted 
into his direct and abrupt strategy mode. “We need to move now. Here’s the plan, you all 
get everyone out of here. Head for the flight deck and bring anyone you find along the 
way. I’ll go to the command deck, see if I can figure out what’s going on and if there’s 
something I can do about it.” 

Steven wasn’t convinced. “Are you sure about this man? I mean, we don’t know for 
sure what kind of rez the rest of the station is in.” 

“I know this place better then you all do. I can find my way around any obstacles I 
come up against the fastest, and you’re gonna need all three of you to keep the civies in 
line.” 

While he talked Lewis checked the rounds left in the sidearm he was still carrying 
from the indecent that morning and set his PAD to active scan mode. When that was 
done he turned back to the others. “Keep each other safe.” 

M’yara smiled weakly. “You worry too much. All we have to do is guide a group of 
terrified civilians across a decompressing twisted hunk of metal with the constant 
possibility that whoever did this is warming up to finish the job. What could possibly go 
wrong?” 

Lewis had to smile too. “See, just keep thinking positive and everything’ll work out 
fine.” 

And with that he was off, barely managing to squeeze through the broken automatic 
doors at the end of the room, his mind drifting back to early that day, when all he had to 
worry about was a misaligned plasma conduit. 

 
(3) 
 

Lewis crouched in the hallway. It was small and impersonal, with circular support 
bulkheads every ten feet interrupting the roughly hewn interlocking plates of grey and 
brown metal that composed the walls. The maintenance hatch in front of him was open, 
and the mechanisms beyond spilled their secrets to him. Within ten minutes he had 
diagnosed, found, and hopefully repaired the problem. 

As he stood up he glanced out the minuscule view-port set into the exterior wall, and 
caught sight of the large, dusty red planet they were in orbit around. Terrelena Two it 
was called, the second world of a relatively young star system named for the malcoth 
patron saint of good fortune in unexpected places. It fit the system well. 

As far as their scientists could tell, there had been a binary system there billions of 
years ago. Both stars had gone super nova at almost the same time, and the collision of 
the explosions created an abundance of heavy elements, like gold, copper and iron. 
Over time, the resulting nebula condensed into a new system, creating a series of 
planets incredibly rich in base construction materials. It made Terrelena a natural 
place for a mining colony, and a natural place for a shipyard like Cairo Station. If he 
looked hard, Lewis could almost see the enormous crater the colony had dug, even from 
his vantage point. 

He slid the shielded cover back over the hatch, preventing the plasma conduit’s 
powerful magnetic field from pulling in any of his tools when he turned it back on. He 
pressed a few buttons on the nearby console and waited. 

The quiet humming sound from inside the hatch and the lack of an enormous fiery 
explosion told him his efforts were successful. He started packing up his things when a 
man came around the corner. 

“Lewis, there you are. I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” 
Commander Richard Tennant was a tall, well built man with a face capable of 

easily alternating between friendly and imposing as the situation warranted. The soft 
neon lights reflected in bright spots off the sweat on his shaved head, contrasting 
sharply with his dark skin. Evidently he hadn’t had time to shower yet after coming off 
his shift. 

“The conduit slipped out of alignment, I just finished putting it back.” Lewis said 
offhandedly as he closed his toolbox and stood up. 

Rich smiled. “You do know we have people we pay to do that kind of thing. People 
like, oh, me?” 

“Yeah well, you know me. I get twitchy if I go for more then two days without 
taking something apart or putting it back together. You need anything else, or just to 
reminding me EXOs don’t do maintenance?” Lewis was in a good mood today, and 
Rich’s news was only going to make it better. 

Rich held up his PAD. “Resource expenditure predictions for the UES Kelvin.” 
“We got the contract?” The Kelvin had a very promising design, and the thought of 

it being built there was exciting. 
“Construction should start up in a month, just after the Challenger launches. 

Speaking of which, have you seen her yet?” He could tell Tennant thought it was 
ridiculous that he hadn’t visited the ship recently, but unless he was directly involved in 
the construction Lewis hated visiting half-done ships. They didn’t have quite the same 
magic. 

“Not yet. I was gonna go look this afternoon, make sure you guys didn’t screw 
anything up.” Lewis grinned. 

“I’ll make sure we spit polish the deck plating before then.” Tennant replied as he 
handed over the PAD. “By the way, we figured out where that slipspace implosion came 
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from this morning…” 
But his voice faded out into a blurred background Lewis couldn’t focus on. He 

stared transfixed at the PAD, because it wasn’t an expense report. It was a planet. He 
looked closer at the image that now filled the six-inch screen in his hand. It was a dark 
planet, almost like a silhouette, but cracked and broken. Lines of fire spread across its 
surface, diverging and re-converging like a demonic spider-web. They grew brighter 
and larger, merging together into a single raging flame. He could feel the heat 
radiating off the device in his hand, burning into him… 

“Lewis! You alright?” 
Tennant finally managed to get his attention. Lewis’s gaze snapped up from the 

PAD, then just as quickly looked back at it. There was no trace of the planet, just lists of 
probable resource usage. 

Lewis rubbed his eyes. “Um… yeah, sorry. Just a glitch in the data retrieval I guess. 
These things haven’t worked right since the 3.8 patch came out. You were saying?” 

“Slipspace, this morning. Turns out Ctal has been running Chain experiments.” 
Tennant’s voice carried an unmistakable bitter edge. 

“Crap. What’s the damage?” Lewis was shocked. He had known the slipspace 
implosion that had occurred only a few hours ago had been a Chain detonation, be he 
had never imagined Ctal could have been behind it. 

“Almost destroyed the orbital platform he was working on, that god he was smart 
enough not to try it on the station. Based on the size of the explosion we estimate 
slipspace has been disrupted for about six-thousand kilometers in every direction. Ctal 
survived, at least.” Lewis knew Tennant well enough to hear the anger in his voice, but 
Rich always tried his best not to show it. 

“Well that’s good. Still, he’s gonna be a hard one to replace.” 
“Tell me about it, he was supposed to help finish up the wiring today, now the 

council says we have to hold him until they can come get him. He’s probably looking at 
twenty-to-thirty years.” As quickly as it had come the anger faded into practical 
frustration, which Lewis could certainly sympathize with. Even though he wasn’t 
directly a part of the engineering teams anymore, having a subordinate arrested on a 
federal offence meant a nightmare of paperwork he would have to stumble through. 

“When did they up the sentence time for illegal experimentation?” Lewis asked. 
“About three months ago, made a pretty big deal about it too but so far it isn’t 

helping stop people from trying. You know there is a world beyond this station, you 
should try living in it every once and a while.” 

The ‘Man with no Life’ argument was one Rich threw at Lewis every chance he got, 
which he always casually deflected. “Maybe I’m just happy in my little bubble. How 
soon can you get clean up out there?” 

Tennant shrugged. “We’re pretty busy with last minutes on the Challenger, and 
most of our equipment for this is pretty old. We’re looking at… tomorrow, earliest. And 
even then it’ll still be about a week before ships can jump inside the effected area.” 

Annoyed, Lewis put a hand to his forehead. “Fine, I’ll drop a flag on the NavCon, let 
people know what’s going. And for god’s sake put in a request for some new gear, we’ve 
got the lowest intake/expense ratio in the entire fourth-tier. I think we can afford it.” 

Tennant grinned. “Aye aye sir.” 
Lewis picked up his toolbox. The two parted ways and began walking in opposite 

directions when Tennant suddenly remembered. “Oh yeah, by the way, the only person 
on this station that actually outranks you wants a word.” 

“Ugh, again? Bet you five it’s about the job.” Lewis grinned widely. The Old Man 
just wouldn’t give up. 

“Not a chance. I don’t take odds that hopeless.” 
 

(4) 
 

Lewis scrambled through the wreckage strewn hallway, the echoes of his movements 
as the metal slid beneath his feet traveling far in front and behind him. He had 
encountered no other people, living or dead, since leaving the mess hall. He didn’t hold 
out much hope for finding anyone along his way either, experience told him the 
prospects weren’t good. That hard-learned experience made the scene before him much 
worse then just terrifying. 

For him it was familiar. 
His eyes drifted aimlessly over the scene before him, stopping for a moment on the 

plasma conduit he had repaired that morning before he had spoken with Tennant. It still 
held. 

Finally his eyes crossed paths with a directional sign printed on the wall. Almost as 
soon as his he had looked away behind he looked back. He had been sure, just for a 
moment, that it had pointed to the Cascade’s bridge. He remembered the agonizingly 
slow walk up to the doors, what he had found when he opened them… 

“No.” He closed his eyes tight and drilled his spoken words into his mind. “I’m not 
going back there.” 

His eyes opened again, and once more the sign pointed to Cairo Station’s Command 
Deck. 

As he rounded a corner the faint glow of a terminal that was still activated became 
visible. He ran to it, nearly tripping but steadying himself. He pressed a few buttons on 
the screen at random, anything to get a response, but to no avail. He tried the keyboard 
but the result was the same, the link must have been severed. He sighed, knowing what 
he would have to do but dreading it anyways. 

“Computer,” He spoke aloud. “Initiate vocal command sequence.” 
A garbled, stuttering, synthetic female voice issued forth from the speakers. 

“Vvvvocallll com-com-com-command squennnnce initiat-iat-iat-iated.” 
“Self diagnostic, vocal system, identify and repair.” He rattled off the proper 

commands and waited for a response. 
“Prrrimar-pri-ary vocalllll sub-proce-proce-processssor daamagggged. Byyypas-

pas-pasing to second-cond-cond-cond-cond.” It stuttered repeatedly as the new circuits 
fully loaded. “Normal vocal functionality restored.” 

“Finally. Now, what the hell happened?” 
“Improper syntax. Please restate question.” 
“Fine.” This was why he hated using vocal commands. “Identify cause, structural 

damage.” 
“Insufficient data to formulate a response. Sensor logs for that time frame are 

damaged.” 
“Status check: manual backups.” 
“Manual retrieval backups are intact.” 
“Status check: command deck.” 
“Unknown. Internal sensors are not operational.” 
“Status check: communications.” 
“Internal and external communications are not operational.” 
Lewis’s patience with the situation was rapidly deteriorating. Angrily he pounded the 

side of the console. “Is there anything that does work?” 
“Life support is at minimal capacity. Artificial gravity is operational. Internal 

lighting is operational. Waste reclamation is operational. Audio-visual entertainment 
database is opera-” 

“Alright. I get it.” He said over the monotone list. “Discontinue.” 
“Alert, incoming transmission.” 
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“Status check: communications.” Lewis repeated excitedly. 
“Internal and external communications are not operational.” The uncaring voice 

spoke the words in precisely the same way it had before, making the flat speech sound 
even more unnatural. 

“Then how’s it being transmitted…?” He wondered to himself. 
“Improper syntax. Please restate question.” 
“Shut up, I wasn’t talking to you.” The readout was on the screen in front of him, and 

he studied it carefully. “Locate source: incoming transmission.” 
“The lead ship of the orbiting fleet.” 
Lewis stopped dead, and stood there unmoving for a second or two. “Display.” 
“Displaying.” 
They weren’t uorian, that much was obvious. Neither were they lytar, or nira, or 

anyone that Lewis could recognize. They were massive rings, the smallest of which still 
had diameters larger then most UESA cruisers, slowly revolving on the spot. 

Lewis stared, totally captured by the utter majesty of the scene. The simple elegance 
of the design, the engineering competence necessary to build such creations, and the 
sheer scale the monstrous ships existed on. He watched in awe, letting himself take a few 
short moments to gaze in wonder before returning to the matter at hand. 

“Analyze and identify: orbiting fleet.” 
“Unknown. Hull configuration does not match any known species or organization 

in Alliance Contact Logs.” There was a short pause. “Message has cleared 
communication buffers.” 

“Scan linguistic database for closest match to the message, then translate to English.” 
“Unable to comply. The message in question is already in English.” 
He turned back to the ships, trying to process the new piece of information. “What 

the hell… How the hell do they know how to talk to us, and we’ve never met them 
before?” 

“Message playing on all channels.” 
Lewis broke away from the screen and franticly responded. “What? No, cancel 

playback and recommence on local channel only.” 
“Unable to comply. Encoded instructions to play on all available audio channels. 

Commencing.” 
“No, wait!” 
But it was too late. The cold, unwavering voice echoed through the halls of the 

crippled station, bringing the words of the visitors to everyone’s ears. 
“You all deserve to die. What you have done cannot be forgiven.” 
And through the small electronic window that gave him his only view of what was 

happening outside, Lewis could see bright flairs forming on the surface of the ships. 
Flares that could only be whatever weapons of unimaginable power they possessed 
charging for another volley. He stood and he stared, and then uttered the only phrase he 
could think of that could possibly encompass the enormity of the situation. 

“Aw crap.” 
 

(5) 
 

Two decks down and fifteen minutes later, Lewis approached the small door that 
read ‘Cpt. Lee Hunter’. He braced himself, prepared to debate his decision about the job 
for what he hoped was the last time, and knocked. After a moment’s silence a slightly 
muffled voice answered from inside. 

“It’s open.” 
He pushed the door open to find Hunter sitting behind his desk working through a 

pile of miscellaneous papers. His office was large for a space station but small by any 

other standard, not helped by the large shelves he had affixed to the walls. They were 
packed full with an assortment of miscellaneous items and memorabilia he had 
acquired over the years. An ancient signed baseball in a clear case built to ward off 
decay, a series of paintings he claimed were done by an ancestor of his no one had ever 
been able to find any record of, a small wooden box he never opened that he had once 
been heard to confess contained the most precious thing he owned, and a vast array of 
other, harder to recognize things. 

“Ah, Lewis. Come in, sit down.” 
Hunter himself was a stout, almost heroic looking, eternally good natured man in 

his late forties, streaks of grey just starting to appear in his hair. Tennant liked to joke 
that if you put him in the right uniform he’d look right at home captaining an old 
English sea vessel from hundreds of years ago. 

He continued talking as Lewis sat down. “I was just looking over your service 
record. Can you believe you’ve been here six years?” 

Lewis smiled. “No sir. Seems like only a few weeks ago.” 
“Look, I asked you here more as a friend then a captain. You can drop the sir. 

Anyway, as you know, I’m taking command of the Challenger next month.” He was 
clearly proud of his new assignment, and they knew each other well enough that he 
didn’t feel he had to hide it. 

Lewis was proud too. He felt like there was something truly magical about it, and 
he liked the fact that he had gotten to help it come together. “Yeah, Rich says she’s a 
beauty. I was gonna go see for my self this afternoon.” 

“Well Commander Tennant hasn’t failed us yet, I don’t think he’d start now. But the 
reason I wanted to talk to you is you’ve done a fantastic job as First Officer on this 
station, you really have. And I’ve offered you the post of Challenger’s EXO three times 
now, and every time you’ve said no. So I wanted to ask you, as a friend, what the hell 
do you think you’re doing?” 

Though Hunter was still happy, if slightly exasperated, the smile had long since 
deserted Lewis’s face. “I’m comfortable right here.” 

“Part of doing this is not being comfortable. You know that, you’ve been out here 
long enough. It’s about exploring and adventuring and all that stuff. So why have you 
decided to spend the rest of your career orbiting this rock?” The frustration was 
forefront in his voice now, and Lewis didn’t know if Hunter didn’t understand his 
reasons or just didn’t care. 

“I’m done exploring. I’ve jumped ship and I like were I’ve landed.” 
“You know what I think?” 
“Enlighten me.” The friendly conversation was rapidly dissolving, and both of them 

knew it. 
“I think you’re afraid. Afraid of what might happen.” 
“What is this, an intervention? Even if I was, could you blame me?” 
“God damn it Lewis, Oceana was six years ago!” Suddenly Hunter was on his feet. 
“That’s right, six little years of peace. Do you know how many people there are out 

there that don’t like us right now? Just how much longer do you think this is gonna last? 
And when the other shoe drops, would you rather be out here or on the front?” Lewis 
thought this had been perfectly obvious, he didn’t see why Lee needed reminding. 

“I was on the front!” If he hadn’t been as entrenched in the argument, Lewis would 
have remembered the fact that Hunter never discussed his service in the conflict, and 
everyone knew better then to ask. 

“And I wasn’t supposed to be!” Neither of them were holding back now. “The war 
had been over for a month and everything was all bright and smiles again, at least 
until I had to spend three days in a decompressing wreak not knowing if the first 
people to find me were going to be human or uorian!” 
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“It was bad, we get it. But you have got to get on with your life.” 
“I have, and my life is right here.” Lewis’s voice had filled with a strange kind of 

quiet malice. He wasn’t angry at Hunter, or anyone for that matter, not even the 
uorians. He was just angry. 

They glared at each other for a few moments, their gaze burning holes in the air. At 
last Hunter sighed and sat back down. Almost on instinct Lewis followed suit, realizing 
that he hadn’t noticed he had stood up. 

After nearly a minute of silence Hunter gave a smile. He had always been excellent 
at getting over a fight. “Well then, I guess there’s nothing else to do but recommend that 
you take over for me here. I can’t think of anyone I’d rather hand over the keys to.”  

“Yeah, I’d like that.” Lewis was smiling now too. “Thanks for offering though, about 
the Challenger. It means a lot.” 

“You’d better get looking for an EXO of your own. To be perfectly honest I don’t 
think Mr. Tennant is ready for a desk job. Oh, speaking of First Officers, mine will be 
arriving in twenty, but I’m still kind of snowed under here.” He gestured to the papers 
that littered his desk. “Filing Council reports about our little incident with Lieutenant 
Ctal this morning. Think you could give her a roundabout of the ship for me?” 

“Sure. In fact I can promise it’ll be memorable, cause I’m not quite familiar with the 
layout yet.” 

“Play nice.” Hunter waggled his finger in mock scolding. “I don’t want a repeat of 
what happened to Denton.” 

Lewis started to laugh. “Oh man, I almost forgot about that. I already told you it 
wasn’t my idea.” 

“Oh really?” Hunter’s skepticism was so thick you could have swum through it. 
“Well, mostly. Hey, how’s he doing? Haven’t spoken to him in a while.” 
“Pretty good.” Hunter’s face twitched as though he were struggling to hold 

something back. He piled up the mental sandbags but to no avail, the laughter came 
pouring through. “He still won’t go near section twelve though.” 

“Does he still think it’s haunted?” Lewis exploded with mirth. 
They continued reminiscing, the actual words no longer important. Stories flowed 

one after another, an endless chain of recollection that only grew stronger the farther 
back they reached. There were a lot of memories stored in this place. 

The laughter faded into the walls and the two men sat there in short but 
contemplative silence. Eventually Lewis spoke. 

“We’ve had some good times here, haven’t we?” 
The smile had never left Hunter’s face. “The best.” 
“It’s gonna be weird not having you around.” 
“It’ll be weird not being here. But maybe it’s time to move on, start making some 

new stories.” 
They both wore something strange on their faces, a complex mixture of hope, 

sadness, introspection and fond memories. Most people rarely have the chance to 
express their more sentimental sides as often as they would secretly like. 

It was a place Hunter didn’t feel entirely comfortable, and he moved the 
conversation away quickly. “By the way, you know the prisoners we’re holding for the 
lytar?” 

“Yeah.” 
“I was wondering if maybe we could bring them back a little early, get them off our 

hands before something happens.” He shrugged. 
“I’d love that, I had a little run in with one of them on Wednesday. But how exactly 

are we gonna swing it? Endeavor is in for a general computer overhaul plus they need 
a new jump coil after the implosion this morning, and the Marathon and Advent will be 
gone by tomorrow.” 

“I was thinking maybe the Challenger could do it.” He tried to hide the tiny edge of 
unbridled hope in his voice but Lewis heard it anyways. 

“Going a little land crazy, huh?” 
“This station wasn’t built to accommodate this many prisoners for this long.” 

Hunter replied, trying to sound stern and only partially succeeding. “Our people have 
no idea how to handle something like this. We keep up this way and we’re gonna start 
having problems.” 

“Well, I’ll ask Rich about it next time I see him, there’s a chance it’ll work but it’ll still 
be a few days at least. We’ll need to clear it with the lytar though, they aren’t expecting 
them for another three weeks. Something about construction setbacks with the new 
facility they’re building.” 

Hunter glanced at the clock. “You’d better get going. Atana’s shuttle has probably 
already started docking procedures.” 

Lewis stood up and was almost at the door before Hunter remembered something 
else. “Oh, one last thing. About that surprise goodbye party I know Arthur is planning.” 

“Let me guess,” It didn’t surprise Lewis for a moment that Hunter already knew. 
“You want me to tell him that it’s not a big deal and he shouldn’t make such a fuss over 
it?” 

A wide grin broke over Hunter’s face. “No, I want you to tell him that if the cake 
isn’t chocolate, I’m putting a reprimand in his file.” 

 
(6) 
 

Twenty-three people survived the mess hall. 
On a whole, this was a good thing. It was more then they had expected to pull out of 

there. Four of them were Atana, M’yara, Steven, and Lewis.  Four of them were with the 
UESA, an ensign, a petty officer third class, and two fresh seamen, all inexperienced but 
capable of helping. So far five more people had been found along the way. 

Most were injured in some way or another, lots of cuts and bruises. One woman had a 
long gash running down her leg which they had done their best to tend to. But after 
stemming the bleeding and fashioning a makeshift crutch there wasn’t a lot they could 
do. She would need real medical attention soon, and she wasn’t the only one. Beyond her 
they had two possible concussions, a broken collar bone, a sprained ankle and a man 
who lost three of his fingers on his left hand. 

But even without the wounds, herding twenty terrified civilians through the wreckage 
wasn’t going to be easy. The progress was understandably slow, but that didn’t make 
Atana feel any better about it. 

“We must increase speed.” She spoke quietly to M’yara and Steven, away from the 
rest of the group. “We will not ever reach the flight deck before… they attack again.” 

She pointed at the ceiling at the word ‘they’, and neither of the other two needed an 
explanation. 

“Who do you think sent the message?” M’yara asked, and it was obvious her low tone 
didn’t come from secrecy but from fear she was trying to suppress. A lot of unpleasant 
memories were being brought back to her. 

“It was in English, good English too, so chances are it’s a language we’re very familiar 
with if it didn’t arrive that way.” Steven replied, too preoccupied by the mystery to 
remember to be scared. 

“Is there a way to learn where it originates from?” Atana asked. 
“Not from here. We’d need at least a working com terminal and possibly access to the 

sensor grid.” Steven answered patiently, already used to Atana’s lack of technical 
knowledge. 

“Or a window and a best guess.” M’yara interjected, but Steven shook his head. 
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“We still don’t know if there are any ships out there. It’s still possible this was 
sabotage.” Both Atana and M’yara turned to look at him. “Hey, we were all thinking it. 
Someone on the inside might be responsible.” 

Now it was M’yara’s turn to shake her head. “No, Lewis said there’s no way this was 
the reactor. He said we would all be dead.” 

“Yeah, but there are certain types of overloads that could do this without detonating 
completely, just not the kind that happen naturally. Maybe he didn’t feel like sharing.” 
He added bitterly but quietly. “Wouldn’t be the first time.” 

Atana cut in. “Enough. We may speculate to our spirit’s will later, here and now we 
need to focus on getting out of here.” 

“Right.” Steven said. “I’ll go take two of the red-shirts, go scout ahead a bit.” 
As he walked away M’yara called after him in an exasperated tone Atana didn’t 

understand the reasons for. “Don’t call them that when they’re around!” 
She turned to Atana. “I’m gonna head to the back, tell the stragglers to pick up the 

pace.” 
And just like that Atana was alone. She looked at the tired and scared people walking 

around her but not with her, and she realized just how similar they all were. As her 
people might have put it, they were of many souls. 

But today, they were of one spirit. 
 

(7) 
 

Atana shifted in her seat. 
They had tried their best to make it comfortable, but all the memory foam and 

complimentary slippers in the world couldn’t change the fact that no seat is 
comfortable when you have to spend over a day in it. 

Thirty-six hours, that’s how long it took to jump six lightyears. The truly obnoxious 
part though, once you understood the basic principles, is that the actual transit from 
one point to another was instantaneous. But simply turning the drive on then off again 
wouldn’t work, that could land you literally anywhere within its range. No, the time 
came in when the NavCon made it’s calculations to refine the landing location, by 
slowly reducing the angle of drift and the distance. 

Considering the alternative, just over six years even at the speed of light, thirty-six 
hours was a small price to pay. 

Atana absently gazed out the tiny window to her left. She didn’t know why 
commercial flights always had windows, there wasn’t anything to see. Maybe the 
companies thought it would make the passengers feel more like they were flying in a 
plane back on a planet, which most people still had more experience with. Almost 
everyone closed the shades anyways. 

Because most people, Atana included, always thought they saw something moving 
out there. It wasn’t actually seeing something, it was more the… feeling something was 
there, swirling unseen but noticeable around the ship. But there never was. Just the 
same view of the same totally blank void faster-then-light travel always provided. And 
it always looked disturbing. 

Someone had once tried to describe to her that, with the way the spatial fields 
intersected and folded in on themselves at FTL speeds, the ship was both accelerating 
towards and away from every point around them simultaneously. Trying to visualize 
the concept made her head hurt, and she gave up on the idea fairly quickly. 

She turned her attention back to the ship itself. It really did look almost exactly like 
an airplane, the endless row after row of seats, the smiling overworked attendants, 
and the in-flight movie that played on the screen built into the back of seat in front of 
her. They had been playing a very good ha’rkhan romantic comedy earlier, but a few 

hours ago a self described ‘heroic tale of survival during the fall of Myrillya’ had come 
on that she had turned off in disgust.  

She noticed the screen can programmed with a copy of a human game called 
Friction Point. Starting it up, she discovered the active save was in the middle of the 
story, leaving her with no idea who the characters were or what the plot was. She 
briefly considered starting a new game but decided against it, realizing that they 
would probably arrive before she had a chance to make any real progress. That had 
left her with only one other thing to occupy herself. 

Catching up on her reading. 
Her PAD nearly slid out of her hand as she started to doze off again. The briefing on 

the Challenger was dull and hard to focus on, but she had put it off for too long. She 
blinked a few times and tried again. 

“The Challenger’s armor uses a very different approach to the standard sheets of 
ablative duranium-Kevlar nano-weave, which need to be replaced wholesale by hand 
when damaged at considerable cost. Two years ago a survey team passing by an 
uncharted, atmosphere-less world called Erias discovered something odd. The small 
planet, which was very close to its red-dwarf star, was completely covered in an evenly 
distributed twelve foot thick layer of a previously unidentified crystalline substance. 

“The landing party brought back startling news. The layer was actually created over 
thousands of years by millions of small worms indigenous to the planet. Apparently they 
evolved underground and surfaced periodically to feed on sunlight, growing the crystal 
around themselves to protect them from too much radiation. After finding Erian Worms 
could survive in almost any environment as long as they are regularly fed, plans were 
drawn up to transplant specially grown colonies of these creatures onto ships hulls to 
cover them in shells of the newly named ‘accrecite’, which we have found to be very good 
at dissipating impacts. This way, all a ship has to do after sustaining damage is divert 
power for a few hours to re-grow the damaged areas.” 

Her eyes disconnected from the page and drifted aimlessly for a few seconds. She 
stopped and tried to focus again. 

“The computer is an upgraded trinary version of the standard optical computing unit. 
In most binary computers all data is constructed from complex combinations of only two 
pieces of information, ‘on and off’. However, in a trinary system, three pieces are used, 
‘on, middle, off’. This exponentially increases…” 

It was like trying to climb down an ice sheet. You could descend carefully for a few 
feet, eyes engaging and grabbing on to every word. But eventually they would slip, and 
slide uncontrollably down the cliff-face of text with nothing to hold on to. 

It would have been easier, but only slightly, to read in her first language, but even 
after five years in the UESA her conversational English was no where near as good as 
she would have liked. So in an attempt to get as much practice in as possible she had 
decided to read everything she could in English. So far it didn’t seem to be helping. 

Finally she gave up and put the PAD aside, just as a voice came on the intercom. 
“This is the Captain speaking. We now have our entry vector, and we’ll be arriving in just 
a few minutes. Please put your trays and seats in their upright and locked position, keep 
your hands away from the shades as they close, and prepare for reentry.” 

Atana complied with the requests, stuffing the few things she had out back into her 
carryon bag as the automatic cover slid down over the window. There was the smallest 
instant of waiting before the ship suddenly lurched as though decelerating, and an 
impossibly bright light shown through the small crack beneath the shade. 

The light vanished as fast as it appeared and the shades opened again, giving the 
passengers their first look at the Terrelena system. The young yellow star burnt in the 
distance as the large red circle of Terrelena Two loomed in front of them. Its 
atmosphere was thin, giving her a surprisingly detailed view of the dry rocky surface 
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and the massive miles wide pit that had been dug. She never got tired of seeing planets 
from orbit. 

The captain came on again. “Alright everyone, we’ve just successfully traveled 6.68 
lightyears, and we’re coming in for docking at Cairo Station.” 

The passengers broke into customary applause, completing the traditional ritual. 
After it subsided the voice returned. “There is a slight spatial disturbance right now 
that’s forced us to drop out farther away then we would usually. So just sit back, relax 
and take in the view; we’ll be docking in about fifteen minutes.” 

Atana felt the slight tug of centrifugal force pull her towards the wall, and through 
the window she could see they were beginning to roll, reorienting themselves for 
docking with the station ahead. 

The station itself was a strange sight. It was a lopsided random blob sprawling 
outwards unevenly in all directions, it’s every surface rounded off into a more 
structurally sound curve. It was immediately obvious that it was a human installation, 
as it lacked the grace or elegance of most other species creations. 

The metal work was rough and uneven, which she thought made it look very 
unstable and scavenged. It was for good reason too. Since all UESA spacecraft were 
constructed on location, notes were always included in the blueprints detailing what 
parts of the design could be deviated from and how, to account for things like local 
resource shortages, problems with available equipment, and any number of other 
issues. Function was the ultimate law of extraterrestrial engineering, form had no 
place. 

Attached to its various ends were five large, hollow semi-cylinders, each designed to 
hold a ship while it was being built. Four of them were occupied, and though she didn’t 
know for sure which one was hers, she knew enough to hazard a guess. 

The Challenger was smaller then the others, designed for a crew of barely two-
hundred. It was a test ship, created for little more then to be loaded up with R&D’s 
latest toys when they were ready to get down and dirty. Every few years or so they put 
out a new one, and since they existed to push the tech to its limits most people called 
them ‘breakers’. But they could be extremely useful even after their trial period, and 
with all the situations they were meant to survive most captains had another name for 
them, ‘tough little bastards’. 

Minutes later there was an uncomfortable jolt as the docking clamps engaged, 
locking the ship in place to let the hatch seals engaged. They did so, and the small 
overhead light came on alerting the passengers that they could finally disembark. 

Atana stood up and slung her bag over her shoulder. Her legs complained at the 
strain of suddenly being needed. For the first time in several hours she looked at the 
other passengers as they all began walking out as well. There were a lot of them, she 
had been lucky the seat next to her remained empty. At first she hadn’t understood why 
so many people were going to such a random station out on the edge of human space, 
but she assumed it was probably a busy connections port for those traveling in the Rim 
Systems. 

Two people pushed past her, a young looking man and woman, who didn’t seem to 
acknowledge she was there. She caught a tiny piece of their conversation as they went 
by, but didn’t think much of it. 

“I’m telling you, I know I saw something.” 
She walked through the hatch, tightly packed in on all sides with other passengers. 

At last she cleared the narrow boarding hallway, and like water flowing from a hose 
the pressure released and the crowd dispersed. Unlike the disheveled exterior, an effort 
had been made to make the civilian areas of the station more inviting. The space was 
larger then she had expected, the metal work smooth and even and painted a bright 
white that made it feel clean and open. 

She walked towards baggage claim, her eyes already scanning the line of luggage 
coming out of the wall. She saw hers go by, and she removed it from its fellows. 

Pulling her wheeled suitcase behind her, she walked towards the check-in desk. She 
had registered her quarters ahead of time, but with the sudden influx of visitors 
administrative accidents were known to happen. As she walked she saw signs talking 
about some large scientific conference in two days. That explained the packed flight. 

Check-in didn’t take long to complete, and the room she had reserved was now hers 
until the Challenger launched. With that taken care of she stood for a moment, unsure 
of what to do next. She looked around her at the mass of people moving and flowing 
like the waves of some brightly colored exotic ocean, and had just decided to go visit 
her room when something caught her eye. She peered through the crowd and saw a 
man standing a few feet away. From his file she recognized him as Commander Reyes. 

He was average height and average build, with no real distinguishing marks or 
features. He face was open and friendly, an odd boyish quality that neither clashed 
with nor added to his age. His dark hair was short, but still long enough that it could 
look untidy, and Atana couldn’t tell how much of that was on purpose. His dark eyes 
seemed highly aware, and brimming over as though a seething caldron of thought was 
bubbling away behind them, just waiting for the right moment to come spilling out. 

She walked up to him and spoke in an unassuming tone. “Commander Reyes?” 
He smiled, and his voice matched the rest of his cheerful aura perfectly. “That’s me.” 
She held out her hand, knowing enough about humans to be familiar with the 

custom. “Commander Atana, Executive Officer of the UES Challenger.” 
“Welcome to Terrelena Two. Have you ever been on a station like Cairo before?” He 

asked as he released her hand from his firm, but not stiff, grip. 
“I lived two weeks on New Vegas while I was assigned to the Glorious. I assume the 

design is not too different?” She hoped he wouldn’t ask about that further. It had been a 
very strange two weeks, but her human friends had assured her that nothing she had 
done would leave Vegas when she did. 

“Not really. So, do you want the ship tour or the station tour?” As personable as he 
was, he seemed slightly uneasy about playing the host. 

“Well, first I would enjoy placing my bags in my room. But then I would love to see 
the ship if we are able. It is habitable, correct?” Atana couldn’t help but feel like she just 
made her lack of engineering knowledge very obvious. 

 Lewis just smiled. “A month left on construction you better hope we’ve got it sealed 
up. Mostly the last four weeks are for cleaning things up and a few last minute things. 
Firing the reactor, programming the computers, interior decorating, that kind of 
thing.” He gestured down one of the hallways that branched off the entry. “Shall we?” 

She smiled. “Show the way.” 
(8) 
 

The ship really was something special. It was a vast horizontal, slightly elliptical 
cylinder, with two circular engines stacked one on top of the other on the rear end of 
the hull. On either side of the ship there were two large, perfectly smooth half-circle 
armor plates running its whole length. Written out in vast letters on the top of the ship 
between the two shells were the ship’s name and Alliance registry code. UES Challenger, 
SAR 051305. 

Its interior was small, smaller even then the station had been. But the construction 
and overall design were very much the same. To Lewis the hallways felt as though they 
had been carved from the solid mass of unidentifiable technical components that lurked 
inside every wall, and the low but not dim lighting only added to the cave-like 
atmosphere. It always reminded him of the videos he had seen of the nuclear 
submarines that had once prowled Earth’s oceans. 
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It was not meant to be the biggest, or fastest, or most powerful ship in the fleet, but 
it did have more then a few tricks packed away into the recesses of its infrastructure. 
Tricks Lewis was more then happy to share. 

As they walked its hallways, he pointed out small details of the construction to 
Atana. Areas of interest, features of note, pieces of trivia, anything from the vast stores 
on knowledge he had built up on the subject. 

“I have never seen a starship with this much space.” She remarked. Like all nira and 
lytar her accent sounded unusually Scottish to humans. It wasn’t really of course, but 
that was the closest match on Earth so that’s how they heard it. 

He looked at her while he told her about the new alloys that let them make the 
supports smaller without sacrificing structural integrity. For some reason she was 
taller then he had expected, with shoulder length jet black hair that looked like it had 
seen better days after the long flight out. He face appeared bright and cheery 
regardless of how tired she was, but the more Lewis looked at her the more it started to 
look like a mask she wore over something deeply troubled. Something dark. 

It hadn’t taken him long after they met to realize she was niran, a fact Hunter had 
forgotten to mention. Technically she could have been lytaran, as they were 
physiologically the same species. But currently relations with the lytar were too 
strained to let any of them join the UESA. Then again, since the war relations with the 
nira hadn’t been at their best either. 

He didn’t know how he could tell the difference, in fact no one did. Out of the six 
intelligent species known to exist, five including humans were practically identical. 
Scientists said it was the result of chemical bonds forming the same patterns in the 
similar conditions present in the early days of their respective homeworlds. But even 
though there was no obvious difference, everyone knew they didn’t look the same. It 
was a problem that they had all at one time or another devoted various biologists and 
psychologists to, and none of them could explain it. Maybe the proportions of the face 
were off, or maybe they didn’t smell right. Maybe the brain just knew. 

His mind left his musings at about the same time his explanation of the structure 
ended. He glanced around and saw an open maintenance hatch, which he pointed to 
excitedly. 

“Oh, and over there is part of our new primary plasma conduit. We rebuilt the 
configuration from scratch so it’s twice as large with only a tiny increase in magnetic 
field leakage.” 

“And that is… good?” 
“Oh yeah, extremely.” He smirked in a friendly way. “So did you just not read the 

tech briefing or…?” 
The tiredness returned to her eyes and she sounded annoyed. “I just lived the 

previous thirty-six hours hopelessly trying to get as much sleep as I could in a very 
uncomfortable seat. If I am to be reading anything, it will be by Peter Beck.” Lewis 
smiled softly, and looking curious she asked. “What is it?” 

Still smiling, he replied offhandedly. “Well, it’s nice to hear his stuff is read more 
places then just Earth.” 

“I enjoy murder mysteries, and he appears to have a good use of your language.” 
She said, then hastily added. “At least from my limited perspective on the subject. 
Besides, those reports are always so dull.” 

Lewis tried not to grin at her for inadvertently entering such an awkward position. 
“I wrote that report.” 

“So where is everyone?” She asked in an embarrassed and hurried tone, trying to 
change the subject. Lewis decided he would let her. 

“Yeah, things are pretty dead right now.” He said as he absentmindedly looked 
around at the hallway, deserted besides the two of them. “We got the secondary 

reactors running last night, so there’s not a lot to do until this afternoon. That’s when 
we fire up the main reactor, and that’s always fun.” 

“Fun?” She sounded skeptical. 
“Absolutely. You get to watch the formation of an artificial star, not something you 

see everyday. Well… you get to watch the sensor output at least, cause the actual core is 
behind about ten solid feet of radiation shielding. Used to be a lot more fun though.” He 
slid backwards into his memories. “The ones that I learned on didn’t have auto-
stabilization. If the chief looked away for even a second, it could burn out of blow up in 
everyone’s faces.” 

“What about this core?” Atana asked with trepidation, clearly debating between 
coming to watch and getting as far away as possible in case something went wrong. 

“You don’t have anything to worry about. They’ve crammed so many safety 
features into these things by now that it’s basically just ‘push this button when it lights 
up’. Not that Rich would like me making it sound that simple.” He added. It was fun to 
imagine the look of indignation his friend would have had if he had heard. 

“Who is he?” She asked. 
“Commander Richard Tennant, our Chief Engineer.” He informed her. “Him and his 

team are the guys to thank for getting this stuff working. Speaking of which, who’d you 
get?” 

“Terry Cob, she came very recommended by Captain Hawking. Do you know of 
her?” 

“We talked a bit when the Arcadia was docked here last year. Pretty nice, and she 
definitely knows what she’s doing; she’ll be a good fit for this ship. Talks a lot though, 
guess that’s something we engineers have in common.” He smiled at his own expense. 

“You are just excited. I assume I would be as well if I actually knew anything about 
these systems.” She reassured him. 

“There just aren’t a lot of people to talk to about it.” He was really enjoying the 
chance to share this information with someone who didn’t already know how it all 
worked. “Most of my friends already work here, and I can’t tell anyone else because a 
lot of this ship is still lock and key.” She looked confused by the expression, and he 
clarified. “Insider knowledge only.” 

“So six years ago you would have been hanged for telling me?” Atana remarked 
casually. 

It was as though someone had opened a hole in the floor and drained all the good 
feeling in the conversation out into space. They were quiet for a moment before Lewis 
spoke. 

“You make jokes about the war?” His voice was still, devoid of anger or annoyance 
or anything else. It was a statement, not a question. 

“I must.” Atana replied in a tone that had given safe haven to the anger Lewis’s 
voice had denied. “There is only a limited amount of remorse I can feel for something I 
am not responsible for.” 

The silence crept back in, an uneasy cease fire of speech waiting to be broken by 
either side. At last Lewis spoke, joking cautiously. 

“Actually… the traitor thing crossed my mind. I didn’t want to say anything.” 
They resumed walking, not having a specific destination in mind. Both of them 

understood it was alright to talk about it, however uncomfortable it might have been. 
“Were you in the war?” It was a simple enough question, but Lewis could tell Atana 

knew better then to expect a simple answer. 
 “No, I wasn’t.” He spoke like the words themselves were heavy. They weren’t 

content with simply being said but instead fell out of his mouth and dropped 
unceremoniously to the floor. “I graduated just after it ended. On the day of the 
bombing of Myrilya actually.” 
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A dark look passed Atana’s face, but it was quickly disposed of and replaced by one 
much more non-committal. “I have been there. Beautiful place, or at least at one 
time…” 

He wasn’t sure if he should keep talking or not, he could tell the topic was a sore one 
for her. But she had asked, so he carried on with his story. 

“Anyways, my first assignment I was posted to the Cascade. We were making a 
routine stop at New Oceana when the uorians launched their attack, trying to steal 
some of our territory while we were still weak. I spent the next three days trapped in 
the ship’s hydroponics bay with four others. We’re still friends.” 

“Oh, umm…” She searched her mind for a moment. “I do not have an idea of how to 
respond to that.” 

“That’s ok, you wouldn’t be the first. Afterwards I was on leave for about a month 
and then I requested a transfer here.” 

“Why here?” She wondered. 
“Well, it’s a bit distant but still in the neighborhood, you get some fascinating people 

coming through and, well, I’m an engineer, this is a shipyard, they had an opening.” 
Lewis shrugged. “It all just seemed to fit.” 

“A soyaot…” She said almost to her self. 
“A what?” 
“It is an old…” She searched her mind for the right word. “Myth, among my people. 

How was it written…? When the forces that drive the stars align, your path shall be 
revealed to you. And if you take it, you will be where you need to be. It is difficult 
translation, English does not have a word for the force that drives the stars.” 

Though he wasn’t convinced by it, something in the idea spoke to Lewis. “Sounds a 
lot like fate.” 

“Yes, I suppose that would be your term for it. I have never truthfully believed in 
destiny, but I believe the expression is ‘who knows’?” 

The more he thought about it, the more a part of him felt it might have been nice to 
have such a clear cut path in life. But he was a confirmed skeptic, and it would take 
much more then that to convince him to believe in something so mystical. “Well, I’ve 
been here a while, I’ve got a good career and I’m happy. So yeah, maybe it was a soya-
whatever.” 

Through the lull in the conversation that followed he looked at her and thought back 
to his previous insight about her emotional mask. He hesitated for a moment, then 
asked. 

“How about you, any star aligned paths open up?” 
She smiled. “Maybe.” 
“I’m guessing you never saw combat.” 
“No.” She answered very quickly. “No, I signed up soon after the surrender, but it 

took time to process.” 
“Because you’re niran?” 
An edge of bitterness crept over her voice, and Lewis could tell she did nothing to 

expunge it. “Yes, it was never said to me directly, but I knew. I have reason to think 
mine might have been the most extensive investigation they had ever conducted.” 

“I’m sure they were just doing their jobs. I guess you can’t blame them for being a 
little more cautious then usual.” He hoped she didn’t think he was taking their side. 

“I suppose not, I was simply so frustrated. All I wanted to do was leave and visit the 
stars, and it felt almost like they were doing all that was doable to stop me. However, it 
most likely would not have taken so long if not for the Data Bombing.” 

Now it was Lewis’s turn to be visited by a grim expression. “It got your records, 
huh?” 

“Yes,” She nodded. “Mine was among the two-thousand personnel files deleted. They 

had to again request the information from my government.” 
“It erased my files too. Forty percent of the data on the net, most of it military, just 

goes ‘poof’ and after six years they still don’t have any idea who did it.” The engineer in 
him spoke with admiration of the feat. 

“It could be expected that they would have made more progress.” 
“Well, they did think the uorians were behind it for a while, since it happened 

immediately before they attacked. But they couldn’t do something like that.” Lewis 
came close to laughing at the thought of the rag-tag migrant species pulling off 
something like that, until he remembered they were the ones who had taken down the 
Lytar Empire itself. They were capable of much more then most gave them credit for. 
“Before it happened they didn’t even think cyber terrorism on that scale was possible.” 

“And now?” 
Lewis wore a look of dark humor. “Now they keep all their files on manual retrieval 

hardcopies.” He changed topics, bringing the conversation back a few steps. “But so the 
seeing the galaxy thing I can get. I mean, that’s why most of us are out here. But you 
get a chance to do that against all odds and you decide to sign up with the people your 
species was trying to exterminate barely a year before. How does that work?” 

She thought, trying to find the right place to start. “I do not know if you remember, 
but the nira used to be somewhat isolationist. That is why we broke away from the 
lytar in the first place, we did not want to be an empire. That is why when-” 

She stopped mid sentence, it was still hard for her. Not for the first time, Lewis 
thought that the niran’s relationship with their former president wasn’t too different 
from Germany’s relationship with Hitler, back in the old days on Earth.  

Finally Atana managed to continue, speaking the name with an edge of deep hatred. 
“That’s why when Meran attacked you it was so unexpected, for both sides. We did not 
venture far into the stars, so I already knew I wished to join with someone else. And 
one of the terms of surrender was the disbandment of all niran interplanetary 
programs. So from that it was simply a matter of whose program I liked the most, and 
that was yours.” 

“So making a political statement had nothing to do with it?” He asked knowingly. 
“No, that was just a happy accident.” She smiled. 
They continued on their way, brushing past a tangle of wires hanging out of an 

open panel in the ceiling that hadn’t been sealed up yet. As they did so Lewis’s ear piece 
began to ring. He answered. 

“Reyes here.” 
“This is Cooper sir.” Came the reply by way of thick welsh accent. “We have a 

hostage situation developin’ in the entry. Hostage taker is male, lytaran and armed. 
Hostage is female, human, probably about eighteen to twenty. Seems she was askin’ 
about you before it happen’d. You’d better get down ‘ere sir, looks like it’s gonna be a 
nasty one.” 

“Understood, I’m on my way.” He closed the com-link, a storm inside his head. 
Slowly the details came together into a conclusion he could not ignore. 

Without a word he broke into a run back towards where they had come from. 
Atana followed close behind, calling out as she did so. “What is it?” 
His response was short. “I think it know who it is.” 
 

(9) 
 

The walk to the Command Deck was mostly uneventful, something Lewis was very 
glad for. But the more he saw of the station the more he realized just how bad a position 
they were in. Even if the aliens didn’t finish them off the structural damage would. 
Sooner or later it was going to fail completely, and sooner was the stronger bet. 
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He heard shuffling down one of the halls that split off from his up ahead. It sounded 
like footsteps pushing through the rubble that littered the floor. Soon, voices could be 
heard too. He was about to round the corner when some part of his instincts kicked in, 
and he hid instead. 

The voices weren’t speaking English. 
In fact, they weren’t speaking anything he recognized. Cautiously he peaked around 

the corner’s edge and saw two people walking towards him. Only the quickest of glances 
was necessary to tell they weren’t any species he was familiar with. 

These had to be their attackers. 
They were arguing, he didn’t need a translation to understand that, but he couldn’t 

tell about what. He saw the man pound the small device he held in his hand and give a 
loud exclamation. The woman took it from him, it appeared to be some kind of scanner. 
She held it out in front of her, towards Lewis, and stared at it intently waiting for results. 

Lewis’s breath froze in his throat. At last the woman turned away from him and 
gestured down another hallway. He waited until their steps faded into the background, 
then carried on his way. 

This made no sense. His thoughts raced back and forth around his head, and he did 
his best to corral them into something usable. If they were trying to destroy the station 
why would they have sent people over? There was only one reason he could think of; they 
had to be looking for something.  

But then why take a chance firing in the first place? The only reason they had 
survived was because Lewis had put the defenses up before the attack. Even if they had 
perfect control over how powerful their weapon was they had no way of knowing for sure 
whether or not it would destroy the station. 

Maybe they hadn’t known their goal was here? Maybe the aliens had only detected it 
after they fired at them. But that would mean that whatever they had found wasn’t the 
reason they came here in the first place. So why did they? And it was a risky move 
suspending the rest of the attack, giving everyone onboard the station a chance to 
regroup and mount a counter. What could be so important? 

His musings were interrupted as he suddenly realized where he was. He was standing 
outside the Command doors. They hadn’t opened automatically so he pressed the 
manual release on the side, but to no avail. They were crumpled outwards near the 
bottom, proving at least the deck hadn’t decompressed. He looked around, trying to find 
something to help. At last he picked up a long, sturdy feeling strip of metal. He pushed it 
into the broken gap at the bottom and slid it upwards into the crack between the two 
doors. 

Using it like a crowbar, he pushed hard on his end until it gave way. He lurched 
forward unexpectedly, and the now useless bent strip clattered to the ground. Now 
having enough room to wedge his fingers into, he managed to force the doors open. But 
the scene that lay beyond almost made him turn around and leave on the spot. 

It was the smell that struck him first. Before anything else he could smell the ozone 
from blown relays, the faint salty tang of a broken coolant line, and the unmistakable 
odor of burnt flesh. 

He knew those smells. Just like how familiar the wreckage had been, that vile cocktail 
was burned permanently into his brain. Memories of the Cascade came flooding back, 
assaulting him from all sides as he tried to resist. He collapsed to the ground, on his 
knees with his eyes clamped shut and hands over his ears. He blocked out the world, 
forced everything that wasn’t his breathing away and focused every last bit of his 
energies on that. 

Agonizingly slowly across minute after minute he pulled his racing breath under his 
control, his panicked heart calming down as well. He stood back up and cautiously 
opened his eyes, wiping the tears from them as he did so. The memories were still at the 

front of his mind, nothing he could do about that except what he had trained himself to. 
He was in control, they weren’t. 

Gingerly, he investigated the wreckage, forcing his gaze to leave the bodies behind. 
There were a lot of bodies, and as much as he didn’t want to they were hard not to look at. 
Quickly he noticed a lot of the room was very charred. Looking closer, he found the 
remains of a power conduit. 

“Damn,” He said quietly. “Plasma flash fire.” 
The gas inside a conduit was superheated and compressed until it formed a plasma, 

making it a superb conductor. When the conduit was ruptured the pressurized gas would 
have shot out like a can of hairspray, expanding and cooling off to safe temperatures in 
less then a second. Unfortunately, while it wasn’t toxic the best gas for the job was highly 
flammable, meaning all it would have taken was one spark. And there had been a lot 
more then one spark. 

Traces of the gas, the composition of which was a closely guarded secret, still lingered 
in the air giving off an unusually sweet smell. Breathing through his mouth to avoid the 
stench of the room as much as he could, he approached a work station and turned it on. 
Fortunately it still worked even though the screen was cracked in several places. He 
patched in his PAD and started rooting around the file paths for the location of the 
scanner backups. At last he found them and began the transfer. He drummed his fingers 
impatiently on the console, watching as the progress bar slowly crept towards 
completion. 

Suddenly he heard a noise from behind him. He turned around just in time to see a 
pile of rubble shifting. Someone was still alive. 

He ran forward and began to dig. Soon the woman’s face was revealed. She coughed 
violently, her eyes dazed and unfocused, still adjusting to the overbearing suddenness of 
being awake. Having woken up in a similar position very recently, he could sympathize. 

“Commander…?” She asked weakly. 
Lewis grinned. “Yeah, it’s me. Take it easy for a second, we got slammed pretty hard.” 
She shook her head and rubbed the dust from her eyes. “How hard?” 
“Well, I don’t want to spiral you, but we should probably get you looked at as soon as 

we can. It’s Geller, right? Petty Officer Catherine Geller?” 
“That’s right. Do we know what happened yet?” She tried to get to her feet, but Lewis 

forced her back down. It didn’t take much effort. 
“Those guys that jumped in, they hit us with something. Don’t know what yet. And 

they might be looking for something, they’ve got search parties on board. But we still 
can’t grab an ident on them. They aren’t anyone we know.” He hadn’t removed his hand 
from her shoulder yet, in case she tried to get up again. 

She accepted his help moving into a sitting position. “Yeah, I remember…The others! 
What happened to them?” 

“I’m sorry,” He paused for a moment to think, but couldn’t find a better way to say it 
then the direct approach. “Everyone else here is dead, you just got lucky. The plates from 
the ceiling fell on you, made a shield and blocked the fire. Just barely from the look of 
things.” 

For the first time she looked around beyond where she sat, taking in everything her 
senses were feeding her. All things considered, she took it pretty well. The scent of her 
fresh vomit mingled with the already crowded atmosphere.  

Her voice was thin. “And the rest of the station?” 
“Intact, barely. I’m pretty sure there are other survivors around, and I know 

something like fifteen or so made it out of the mess hall. I didn’t find anyone else on my 
way over. We were all heading for the Flight Deck, if anyone else made it through that’s 
where they’ll go.” 

“Things would have been a hell of a lot worse if you hadn’t put us on alert. How’d you 



 
 

 

- 12 - 

know?” She asked. 
Lewis thought about what he had seen before the attack, he still didn’t know what to 

make of it. “I just… I just had a feeling.” He was about to say more but was cut off as the 
PAD beeped. “Hold on, download is done.” 

“Those are the scanner backups aren’t they?” She asked. 
He checked the PAD over the readout to make sure they had copied cleanly, then slid 

it back into his pocket. “Yeah, they are. Alright, let’s get the hell out of here. Can you 
stand?” 

She was about to answer when footsteps began to echo down the hall outside. “Please 
tell me those are ours.” 

“Don’t think so. Need a plan now.” A thought emerged, and he didn’t have time to 
stop and see if it was a good one. “Ok, I’ve got something, but it could be risky. You up 
for it?” 

“Always.” 
But the sound came too near before he could explain. The aliens walked in, guns 

drawn, convinced they had heard voices coming from this room. One of them noticed 
Cathy lying on the ground. They moved in closer, completely oblivious that they were 
being watched. 

Lewis pressed his back against the cool metal of the support column, peeking around 
the corner to watch the scene play out. Seeing the attackers bearing down on her, Geller 
broke into a well acted panic Lewis realized might not have been entirely acted. “Don’t 
shoot, don’t shoot!” 

“Give us a reason why we should not.” The invader responded. 
In English. 
Things were starting to make even less sense to him. A pre-translated message he 

could accept, but a random soldier actually knowing how to speak the language, and well 
too? 

Lewis decided that was his queue. He turned the corner as quietly as he could and 
readied his gun. The small mechanical sound of it being armed echoed through the now 
silent space.  

“Because I’m holding a gun at the back of your head.” 
The aliens spun around surprised, and from her position on the floor Geller shot one 

in the back of the leg. Lewis had the barrel of his sidearm in the second alien’s face 
before she even had a chance to realize her friend was writhing on the ground in pain. 

On instinct the alien’s hand lunged for his pistol, but Lewis tightened his grip, his 
finger hovering just over the trigger. “Don’t even think about it. Drop it, now!” 

The defenseless assailant simply let her gun slip through his fingers onto the floor 
where Cathy picked it up. 

“Excellent.” Lewis said, keeping his voice at what he realized was exactly the same flat 
but menacing tone Sulok had used just hours previously. “I can tell we’re going to get 
along just fine. Now, I have some questions for you and you’re going to answer them. 
You have no say in the matter. First off, who the hell are you guys?” 

The alien stared straight ahead without making eye contact. “We are the ones who 
will destroy you.” 

Lewis gave a terrible grin. “Funny. Let’s try this again.” 
And without hesitation he unloaded a round into the woman’s foot. From their places 

on the floor both Cathy and the other alien jumped as the bang reverberated around the 
small enclosed space. Lewis felt something small and hard bounce off his boot, the 
nature of which probably wasn’t worth contemplating. 

The woman flinched but through what could only have been incredible strength of 
will made no sound and remained upright, her steady gaze unwavering. 

Lewis leaned in close and yelled. “What species are you?” 

The wounded attacker, the one Cathy had shot, looked fretfully between his 
companion and Lewis, then spoke in a rush as the latter cocked his gun for another 
round. 

“Ortari, we’re called ortari.” 
For the first time the standing alien looked away, towards her friend and shouted 

angrily in their language. He said something back, not as angry but extremely defiant, 
that much was obvious. 

Lewis waited for them to finish their exchange, then chimed in with a comment of his 
own. He spoke to the alien on the floor but did not remove his gun from the one standing 
in front of him. “Right, real pretty name. Now, you seem to be more helpful then your 
friend here, maybe you can help me out. The only reason I can think of for why you’d 
have teams over here is that you’re looking from something. Why didn’t you destroy us 
and what is it?” 

“The spatial implosion.” The ortari said through gritted teeth as he clamped his 
hands to the wound in his leg. “The implosion surrounding the station prevented us from 
jumping in within optimal range, our attack capabilities were limited. We then detected 
an energy signature here, something we’ve been looking for.” 

“You will never feel the glory of the Light upon you!” The woman growled. 
The words had come fast and uncontrolled, and Lewis turned back to the standing 

captive. Though her expression appeared unchanged Lewis could tell a part of her deeply 
regretted having spoken. 

“Well, seems you’re a bit more talkative now. Mind filling me in on what this light 
is?” 

But once again she remained silent, and so did her friend. Lewis sighed. “Alright, it’s 
time for the million dollar question. Why did you attack us?” 

The upright ortari looked directly into his eyes, and something new flooded over her 
previously expressionless face. Rage, pure and total rage. But the focused rage of 
someone who is not acting at random, but towards a goal they truly believe in. 

“I could ask you the same question.” 
Lewis was stunned. This was not the answer he was expecting. “What? What are you 

talking about? We haven’t done anything, we’ve never even met your kind before! You 
have committed an act of aggression against the United Earth Space Administration and 
the Systems Alliance, why?”  

The ortari spoke slowly, enunciating each word with obvious care. “What I do now, I 
do for my people. When the Decision comes, I will be among those who welcome the 
saved.” 

And in one swift motion she twisted, grabbed Lewis’s gun and shot her companion 
square between the eyes. She continued around, maneuvering it so she could shoot 
herself, all without the gun ever leaving Lewis’s grasp. 

The entire event occurred in less then three seconds. 
The alien looked up into the face of her inadvertent killer and gasped out her final 

words. “But you will not live to see the day.” 
She fell to the ground and was dead before dhe got there. Lewis stood in shock, his 

gun still razed to where the ortari had pointed it. He looked down at the fresh corpses at 
his feet and re-holstered his weapon. 

Cathy stared too. “She’d rather be dead then be forced to give up any information. 
These guys don’t mess around.” 

“They must really believe in whatever it is they’re fighting for.” Lewis said 
absentmindedly, then looked at her suddenly as though just now realizing she was still 
on the ground. “Come on, let’s get you up.” 
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Long before they reached the main hallway outside the Flight Deck, Lewis and Cathy 
began to see survivors. There were a surprisingly large number of them, hundreds 
probably, all packed in as close to the double doors as they could get waiting for someone 
to tell them they could escape. It reminded Lewis of the exotic sea of moving bodies he 
had seen outside the docking port that morning, but now its vibrancy was muted by the 
uniform grey of dust and fear. 

It had lost none of its turbulence though, and the two of them struggled to push 
through the undulating mass. Medics shoved past on the way to treating injuries, some 
of which were quite severe. Families struggled to find one another, adults and children 
alike shouting through terrified tears for someone, anyone they recognized. A few 
scattered officers were trying to keep things under control but most were 
indistinguishable from the overwhelmed civilians. In the distance, Lewis saw two 
security officers breaking up a fight that had started over some water. 

As they neared the Flight Deck doors, Lewis finally saw the faces he was searching for. 
M’yara was the first of the group to see Lewis and Cathy approaching. She pushed off 
from the wall she had been leaning on, and a grin spread across her face. Steven followed 
her line of sight, and Atana turned around to see what was happening. 

“Commander!” She exclaimed while M’yara ran forward pulled Lewis into a tight hug. 
“No need to sound so surprised.” He said through the affectionate stranglehold. 
As he pushed some of her hair out of his face, he spotted someone off in the crowd he 

recognized. It took him nearly two seconds to realize they needed to have a chat. He tried 
to disentangle himself from M’yara, but she wasn’t about to let him go so easily. 

Steven grinned. “Glad to see you’re still in one piece.” 
M’yara finally let him go, giving him a chance to get his breath back and speak openly. 

“Yeah, same here. Listen, we’ve got a lot to talk about but I don’t have a lot of time. I’ll be 
right back, ok? I’ve got to go see a man about a rupture in spacetime.” 

He moved off before any of them had a chance to ask him what he meant, and 
resumed the arduous task of shifting through the cloud of people. They were much 
denser here then on the fringes he had come from. Most of them were too busy to notice 
him. The few that did see him walk past bombarded him with questions about what was 
happening, and he brushed them off with non-descript reassurances. He usually hated 
resorting to such canned ‘PR-lines’, but he knew that honesty wouldn’t do anyone any 
good right now. 

He finally got within shouting distance of his quarry. “Ctal. Hey Ctal!” 
The malcoth looked around, the dark tinted, expressionless visor of his 

environmental suit turning to look at him. Malcoth were extremely photosensitive, even 
the slightest exposure to ‘normal’ lighting caused burns, or worse. This and other factors 
meant there weren’t many malcoth serving outside their own ships, Ctal was among only 
a handful active in the UESA. 

“Oh, hey boss.” He said in a defeated tone, his voice distorted slighted by the com 
systems that made it audible outside his helmet. “What do you need?” 

“Just wanted to say thanks.” Assuming Ctal’s unseen face looked confused, Lewis 
answered the unasked question. “It seems they started sending search parties over, and I 
had a chance to talk to one of them. He said your Chain detonation stopped them from 
jumping in close enough to blow us up right then and there.” 

“So I committed an act that destroyed my career, only to have it save my life?” His 
English was surprisingly casual. Sound played an extreme importance in their evolution, 
and so they were almost always excellent at other languages. 

“Yeah I know, irony’s a bitch.” Lewis’s voice downshifted from lighthearted to serious 
but compassionate. “But, come on man, you knew it was illegal. Why’d you do it?” 

There was a static sound as Ctal sighed. “I just wanted to do something important. I 
almost had the stabilization worked out, five more minutes and I would have had the 
first totally stable Chain sample ever. We could have powered the station, hell we could 
have powered Malcasary and Earth for a decade off that thing.” 

“Yeah, until it blows up in our face like it did to you.” 
“That wasn’t my fault. There was this guy…” He stopped and hesitated for a moment. 

“God this is gonna sound crazy.” 
“What? What happened?” Lewis was extremely interested now, wondering if maybe it 

could be the same man he had seen before all of this had started. “Ctal, tell me what 
happened.” 

“Fine. I was out on one of the orbital test platforms out away from the station. My 
shuttle was docked in the primary port and nothing registered at the emergency port. 
Somehow this weird looking guy got on, disabled every one of my safety protocols… and 
vanished right in front of me.” He spoke the last part in a rush, as though getting it out in 
the open as fast as possible before he changed his mind. 

“Shit.” That was what Lewis was afraid he’d say. “I think I know exactly who you’re 
talking about.” 

“You do?” Ctal asked excitedly. 
“Well, I don’t really know him.” He admitted. “But I’ve seen him, I’ve seen him do the 

disappearing act.” 
“Oh thank god, I thought I was going out of my mind or something. Whoever he is 

though, he’s good. He knew exactly which of my subsystems to target and how to take 
them offline.” He spoke with apprehension. This man was clearly real and clearly 
talented, and at this point they had no way to know for sure whose side he was on. 

Lewis tried to peer over the top of the crowd to where the rest of the group was 
waiting. “Ok, you come back with me. We need all the help we can get and I want to hear 
more about what happened later.” 

They made their way back to the others. Lewis walked into the small open area they 
had carved out, forcing his face to adopt a more confident look then he really felt. 

“Alright people, what do we got?” 
“Geller was just informing us of what the two of you learned.” Atana replied. “Since 

these ortari do not seem to be looking for us, I am not sure how much danger we are in 
immediately. People seem to be saying that they are mostly focused on the other side of 
the station, but that could change.” 

“Understood.” Lewis said. “As soon as we get control we should start dropping 
security doors, isolate this half of the station.” 

“No, we cannot. There may still be people in that area.” Atana countered. 
“To risky. We don’t have the time or resources to go looking for people, and we can’t 

let any of the searches find us. Anyone who isn’t in this hallway when we get control back 
isn’t leaving.” The group fell silent at his words, but Lewis was determined not to be the 
villain here. He didn’t want to say it anymore then they wanted to hear it. “Right, so, 
people we do have. Exactly how many did you find?” 

This time Steven answered. “Actually we didn’t find most of them. Seems they were 
smart enough to make their own way here.” He got quiet for a moment, looking dark. 
“We passed a lot of bodies on the way over. I don’t have any idea how many made it 
through.” 

“Guess.” 
“We’re missing half.” 
Everyone turned to look at M’yara, who was once again leaning against the wall and 

looking extremely unhappy. “I’d say we’re missing half of everyone on this station. 
Medical staff, engineering crews, command officers and a crap load of civilians. Oh,” She 
added on a note of bitter sarcasm. “And the fish from the captain’s office. All gone.” 
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Lewis responded without missing a beat. “Shame. Those were nice fish.” 
M’yara stared at him, her mouth hanging open. “Did you hear a word I just said? A 

thousand people are probably dead!” 
Lewis drew in close, his voice low but angry. This was exactly what they couldn’t 

afford to be dealing with right now. “I was expected things to be much, much worse. The 
way I see it we got lucky, so don’t get pissed at me.” 

He stepped back and spoke to the rest of the group. “Shouldn’t we have already 
started loading people onto the ships?” 

“There is a problem.” Atana said softly, eyes downcast. It was never easy picking up a 
conversation again after watching other people fight, and Lewis could tell it made her 
feel more socially awkward then she already did. “Something appears to have accidently 
set off the security lockouts. We cannot proceed through to that section without Ops 
authorization.” 

Geller spoke up from the back. “The internal sensors got spun pretty hard, they’re in 
a really bad rez. They’re probably getting false decompression readings and throwing the 
bulkheads up.” 

“And of course Ops is on the other side of the bulkheads. Damn it.” Lewis sighed. “Is 
the com still down?” 

“We have not been sent a signal since the message we received earlier.” Atana 
answered, sounding as though the message still unnerved her. Lewis knew exactly how 
she felt. 

Ctal thought for a moment. “From what I’ve been able to work out we’ve got 
processor damage on both the internal and external coms. We’d have to repair those 
directly and they’re four decks down.” 

“Then we need to figure out a way to get through to Ops so they can release the 
lockouts.” Lewis was fully in strategizing mode by now. 

Steven, who had been standing quietly in the back concentrating on something, 
spoke up. “We could transfer the signal to a resonance in what’s left of the powergrid, 
then route it back through the internal relays. If we modulate it correctly, we can 
communicate through a feedback pulse in the plasma conduits.” 

There was a momentary silence in which everyone in the group turned to look at him. 
Lewis finally responded, feeling alive with excited disbelief and admiration. 

“You are freakishly intelligent, did you know that?” 
“Could that actually work?” Geller asked. 
Ctal sounded like he was grinning. “Probably not, but its got better odds then just 

standing here.” 
Atana looked up and down the hallway. A part of Lewis thought it was funny that she 

was trying to find something she probably couldn’t identify if her life depended on it. 
“Where is the nearest communications relay?” 

“Just over that way.” Ctal pointed behind him over his shoulder. 
Lewis looked at the small gathering and smiled. “Alright folks, looks like we’ve got 

ourselves a plan.” 
 

(11) 
 

Her eyes opened. 
The suddenness startled her, and it took several seconds before the details 

surrounding her came into focus. She was lying on the ground against the wall of a grey 
metal hallway, with people tightly packed on all sides. The people looked scared, and she 
wondered if she should be too. The fact that she didn’t know did scare her, and she 
decided to concentrate on that. 

Where was she? Experimentally she picked her hand up off the ground. It felt heavy, 

requiring slightly more force then usual to pull away, only to feel normal again once it 
moved perhaps an inch up. She recognized that effect; it was a minute variation in 
artificial gravity. She was in space, but she couldn’t feel the rumble of engines through 
the deck plating. She was on a space station, or maybe a starship that was dead in the 
water. 

The voices of the people on all sides jumbled together, and she struggled to discern 
anything from the confusion. She heard a few words she understood, she knew that was 
significant somehow. Their faces looked strange though, unnatural. Again, she knew 
there was an important reason, but she had no idea what. All she did know is that they 
didn’t look like she did. The realization alarmed her however, when she discovered she 
couldn’t remember what she looked like. 

She checked herself, hoping for any small detail to come to light. Her clothes were 
similar to the others. Blue jeans and a grey t-shirt, and she was delighted by the fact that 
she remembered little facts like what they were. It was something solid, something to 
hold on too, and it gave her hope that she could remember more. 

There was nothing before she had woken up. It didn’t feel as though her memory was 
missing or blocked. There was nothing, she had not existed before that point. No, wait… 
that wasn’t entirely true. She could remember one thing. A light, a bright all-
encompassing white light. And a man was there, someone she knew, someone she 
trusted. 

And he was crying. 
She noticed her hair was falling in front of her face, and she grabbed a lock of it to 

study more closely. It was black or maybe dark brown, it was hard to tell in this light, 
long and wavy and cleaner then the others. 

That interested her. Her well-kept clothes and very pale skin carried none of the dust 
or grime that had laid itself thick across the people that surrounded her. Putting her 
hands to her face, she discovered she had no obvious wounds or injuries. Her head felt 
fine, giving her no clear explanation for why she couldn’t remember anything. 

Through the haze of bodies she could see a man pushing his way through in a very 
determined fashion, leading a small group behind him. She overheard a snatch of what 
he was saying as he went past. 

“…have no way of knowing what the Light is or why they think it’s here. They could 
find it or just give up any minute, and either way the next thing they’re gonna do is 
resume the attack.” 

Attack. 
That was it. That was what was happening. Instantly she keeled over as though all her 

muscles had simply turned off. Her brain had turned off too. For just that moment, 
everything was gone save one thought. One single, simple thought. She spoke in a voice 
that was less speech and more a sound made by her lungs as they were wrung out like a 
sponge. 

“Ortari.” 
Slowly, she managed to push herself back into a sitting position. Her word that no 

one else had heard still rang true. Truer to her then any other thing was at that moment. 
She knew this, she knew them. 

She had fought them before. 
 

(12) 
 

“Little more to the left… No, the other left.” 
“Sir, we’re facing the same direction. There’s only one left.” 
“Fine, where I’m pointing then… Now you’re just doing this on purpose, aren’t you?” 
“Doing what?” 
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“Why would I need the light over there?” 
“You said where you were pointing!” 
“I wasn’t pointing anywhere near there! Look, here! My finger’s right on it.” 
“Oh, you meant that hand!” 
“Well what hand did you think I meant?” 
“Your other one!” 
Lewis was about to retort when he stopped himself. He couldn’t believe he and Ctal 

were actually arguing over a flashlight, especially given the situation. They couldn’t get 
bogged down in the little things, the only thing that mattered was getting out. 

He got up and closed the maintenance hatch they had been kneeling in front of. 
Though he was still getting over his verbal slap fight, he felt as satisfied with the work as 
he could get given what they had to work with. 

“Well, I think we got it. Finally.” 
“So it’ll work now?” Cathy inquired. 
“That’s the plan.” Ctal said as he stood up too. “Now let’s see if we can get someone’s 

attention.” 
“If this works,” Lewis explained. “It shouldn’t take too long before they detect the 

anomaly. We’ll need to use a compression codex to broadcast, I’ll send them the ident 
key in Morse Code as soon as we make contact. That’ll get their attention.”  

He turned to the com relay control panel, pressed the ‘on’ button, and found himself 
on the ground with screams of panic clogging his ringing ears. 

It was hard to tell what part of the relay the explosion had started in. Smoke poured 
out of the hole in the wall, and through it Lewis could just barely make out melted wiring. 
The hatch cover was no where to be seen. 

The lights in the section had failed, and the mass of people was struggling to run 
away in the near darkness. But the hallway was packed so tight they could only run a few 
feet before the crowd couldn’t get any denser, and the immobility helped them calm 
down faster. 

Lewis slowly got to his feet, aware that around him his friends were doing the same. 
The emergency lighting was already coming online, casting an eerie red glow over the 
smoke filled hall. 

“Is everyone unharmed?” He heard Atana call out weakly between coughs, and heard 
general mumbles of consent from the others. 

Ctal was already looking over the relay, which still spewed the occasional shower of 
sparks. “I think we can still make it work, there’s a backup that isn’t even scorched. It 
looks like we got a signal, it must have… overloaded...” 

“What is it?” Lewis asked with trepidation, worried that he had discovered some 
other setback. 

“You idiot!” Ctal yelled unexpectedly, catching him off guard. “You completely 
bypassed the surge protector! We’re rigging a mod it was never designed to handle, and 
you think that’s a good time to start unplugging safeties?” 

“Hey, I was trying to get us out faster!” Now Lewis was yelling to, he couldn’t stand 
people questioning his competence. “I didn’t want to risk compromising the reception, 
and I didn’t think we had time to find a workaround!” 

“It’s not the right place to be flying without a net, boss.” He was still angry, but he 
was clearly doing his best not to show it. “Getting rescued isn’t going to do us any good if 
we all get killed in the process!” 

Lewis was about to argue more but was cut off by a noise from behind him. M’yara 
had screamed. 

He turned and shouted out of scared shock as he saw Geller unconscious on the 
ground. The blood soaked patch of ground behind her head growing steadily larger by 
the second. The hatch cover had hit her. 

He ran to her and checked to see if she was still breathing. “Cathy. Cathy come on! 
Wake up!” He stood up again and ran his hand through his hair, not noticing it was now 
covered in blood, almost completely unable to think clearly. “Fuck!” 

Steven called out to the crowd. “Is anyone a doctor? Anyone have emergency medical 
training?” 

But the people just stood there, besieged by too many emotions to count. Deer in the 
headlights. At last a woman in a medical uniform briskly pushed her way through to the 
front. 

“Petty Officer Sato. I’m only a nurse but I think I can stabilize her.” She bent down to 
look at the wound. “Damn, I can’t fix this. At least not with what we have here.” 

Lewis tried to stay calm, feeling more responsible then he could bare. “Just do 
whatever you can.” 

“That was the plan. Now if you aren’t going to help stand back.” She turned away 
from him back to her patient. “I’ll need whatever medical supplies you have.” 

M’yara shrugged. “We found a medkit on the way over. Doesn’t have much but-” 
“It’ll do. Where is it?” 
As M’yara got the pack and began digging through it, a tired looking security officer 

made his way over leading a handcuffed, orange-jump suited prisoner who seemed to 
care more about the situation then her captor. 

“Prisoner wants to talk to you.” He said as emotionlessly as the human voice could 
sound. His eyes were glassy and empty looking, and he had the profound, unmistakable 
air of having stopped caring about anyone or anything a long time ago. 

“That’s alright.” Lewis said. The man was more then a little disturbing to talk to. “You 
go get some rest or… something. We’ll take her from here.” 

At this the officer simply turned and walked away without saying another word or 
even acknowledging either of them. Lewis watched the man go for a moment before he 
lost track of him, unsettled by his abruptness. 

“So, are you a medic?” He turned to the prisoner in a hurry, and got his first good 
look at her. 

She was maybe half a foot shorter then him, with light-brown skin and dark brown 
eyes that looked as though they had worn that look of fierce determination for so long 
they had frozen that way. Her long black hair was pulled back into a simple tight ponytail, 
and when she spoke her voice carried a strong London accent. 

“No, but a mate of mine is, and a damn fine one too. He was in the detainment group 
ahead of me.” 

Lewis shook his head. “All the groups ahead of yours were already moved onto the 
Challenger. Until the lockouts are down we can’t get through to them. But we need all 
the help we can get, so you stay here and pitch in. As soon as we can get through to that 
section we’ll go find him. What’s your name?” 

“Eliza Freeman.” On instinct she moved to hold out her hand, but retracted them as 
soon as the cuffs made it awkward. 

“I’m Commander Lewis Reyes, I’m in charge here until we find the Captain.” His 
words were stern, but especially when he mentioned the Captain. There was no doubt in 
his mind that Hunter was still alive, and he wasn’t about to let anyone else doubt it either. 
“Try anything funny and you’ll have to answer to me. And when I get tired of answering I 
will delegate to someone else. Clear?” 

“Clear as Channel.” 
He stared at here confused for a moment before she responded, sounding as though 

her statement was obvious and shouldn’t need an explanation. “Bristol Channel. Clear as 
Bristol, clear as crystal? It’s a thing.” 

“…Right.” Lewis decided to move on as fast as possible. “And your friend’s name?” 
“He’s a lytar named-” 
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“Wait. Shit… let me guess.” He held up his hand to stop her talking further. “Sulok.” 
She didn’t look at all surprised. “Makes himself known, don’t he?” 
“No.” 
M’yara’s single word transcended the simple statement. It was an infallible, 

incorruptible demand placed upon reality. She would accept nothing less. 
“M’yara, she needs-” Atana tried to be sympathetic, but she wouldn’t have it. 
“I don’t care what she needs! Not. Him.” 
Lewis could tell the day’s events had affected her more then she would ever admit 

“Atana’s right, we don’t have a lot of options right now. Ctal and I will get the com up 
and tell Ops to release the lockouts. Once we’re through, Ctal will take a security 
detachment with Freeman to go retrieve Sulok and get Cathy taken care of. The rest of us 
will start getting people onto ships.” 

“No way! Lewis you can’t be serious.” She was starting to get frantic. An 
uncharacteristic wildness had entered her eyes in stark contrast to her usually calm, 
confident demeanor. She gestured down at Cathy’s sprawled form, no thought behind 
her words, just pure emotion. “Look what happened the last time you flew off into the 
first plan you thought of without thinking!” 

“Don’t you dare!” Lewis roared, as furious with himself for his mistake as he was with 
M’yara for bringing it up. “We do not have the luxury of playing by the comfort zone any 
more! We are taking any and all opportunities that present themselves and this falls 
under that jurisdiction! We’re going to slow down and be careful, but this is what we’re 
doing.” 

And with that he started to walk away, leaving them with only one final demand. 
“Get to work.” 
 

(13) 
 

The massive crowd that had bubbled up around the docking port was pushed aside, 
held back by nervous looking security officers. From her vantage point in the center of 
very large open space, M’yara was able to watch the entire scene unfold around her. 
The lytar’s arm was fastened uncomfortably tight under her chin, and she could feel his 
warm, hurried breath on the back of her neck At least it was counterbalanced slightly 
by the cold metal of his gun barrel against her temple. 

Though she had only gotten a glimpse of him before they had entered this newfound 
arrangement, she had managed to observe a great deal of detail about him. He had a 
circular, ever so slightly gaunt face, and the tiredness that permeated it made him look 
older then she assumed he was. His hair was approaching shoulder length and looked 
as though it should be greyer then it was, though his unkempt stubble had already 
made the change. He didn’t strike her as the overly combative type, so she could only 
assume he had what he considered a very good reason for what he was doing. 

So, M’yara thought, this is what it’s like to be taken hostage. 
She wasn’t scared yet. She knew enough to know that would come later, after 

everything was taken care of, and she would have to do her best to contain it. It wasn’t 
second hand knowledge or a wild guess talking either, it was personal experience. In 
her mind, this event was really no different then what had happened two years ago, 
just much more blatant. 

But she had better things to focus on then a trip down to the corner of memory lane 
and nightmare avenue, she was going to escape. From her position there was no good 
way to attack or disengage from her captor before he could make her regret it. So she 
settled herself with watching the tense security officers standing around them, trying 
to think of something. 

She immediately recognized Security Chief Adrian Cooper from Lewis’s description 

in the stories he had told. He was walking very determinately in no particular direction 
only for the purpose of trying to look like he had a handle on the situation. 

He was a short slightly overweight man who, rumor had it, had once been 
transferred between eight ships in twelve months. There wasn’t exactly a reason to 
discharge him, but most were of the opinion that there wasn’t much of a reason to keep 
him around either. So he was haplessly shuffled around for a year while his higher ups 
tried to figure out what to do with him. Eventually it was decided that he should be 
moved to a quiet outpost where he could do no harm and where no harm could come to 
him. Because there had only been two real tactical situations in his entire time 
stationed at Cairo, no one there had much of a chance to recognize his abysmal combat 
leadership. Instead, they chose to recognize his impressive administrative skills, and 
his subsequent promotion to Security Chief suited him well as it played to his one major 
strength: ordering people around. 

“Oy, you lot!” He said in his think Welsh accent to two crewmen leaning against a 
wall talking, and even over the low rumbling of the civilians still on the fringes of the 
scene, she could distinguish his words. “This ain’t your lunch break. Go do somethin’, I 
don’t know, official.” 

Finally, M’yara saw Lewis enter the scene followed by a woman she couldn’t 
identify, and her spirits lifted. Maybe now something might actually happen. 

She could see him take one look at the situation and sum it up in his trademark 
succinctness. “Crap.” 

Cooper had reached Lewis, and he let his faked calm slip a little. “Commander 
Reyes, ‘bout damn time you got ‘ere. Place is a blood madhouse.” 

“Came as quick as I could. Synopsys please, cliff version.” 
“We snatched ‘is file from the lytar fast as we could. ‘Old on a tick.” He pulled out his 

PAD and called up the relevant information. “Seems ‘is name is Sulok, ‘e’s in Transfer 
Group Four, supposed to be on ‘is way back to ‘is government. Doesn’t say what ‘e was 
convicted of, but there’s somethin’ about charges of desertion durin’ the war.” 

“A lytaran conscientious objector?” The unknown woman was surprised. 
“Looks like. Says ‘ere ‘e was makin’ a livin’ as a small time smuggler in the Rim 

Systems, till ‘e was captured in a raid on an Opposition ‘ideout a week ago. Eon 
brought ‘im in yesterday, then ‘e somehow made a covert escape from the guards. 
We’re lookin’ into it.” 

“Well he’s certainly not bothering to be covert now. Any idea what he wants?” Lewis 
asked. 

“A ship. Free passage for ‘imself and one other. Didn’t say who.” 
Lewis looked like he came close to smiling. “Tall order for only one hostage.” 
“That’s what we were thinkin’.” 
“Our largest priority must be rescuing her. Do you believe a sniper team could 

eliminate him?” The woman asked. Even from this distance M’yara could see she was 
niran. 

“From where exactly? In case you ‘aven’t noticed a space station in a pretty 
enclosed thin’. Not many places they could set up he wouldn’t see ‘em comin’.” 

“What about-?” 
But Lewis came out of his thoughts and cut her off. “I’ll handle it.” 
She was shocked. “No you will not. This is a delicate confrontation, we must allow 

the people that have been trained for this task do their jobs.” 
M’yara could see him lean in close, and she could no longer hear what was being 

said. He pulled back and turned to Cooper. “Have your men stand back, this is going to 
get worse before it gets better.” 

He turned away before either of them could say another word and pushed through 
the line of guards surrounding the confrontation. 
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“Hey, it’s Sulok, right?” Lewis asked as he drew close in a calm, casual manner, fully 
aware he was being sized up as the latest threat to the plan. 

“That’s right.” His oddly flat voice slid into M’yara’s ear, and she could tell it gave 
away more about his inner turmoil then he would have liked. If she hadn’t known 
better, she would have thought the accent that colored his words was some form of 
Scottish. 

“I like this plan of yours.” Lewis continued. “Simple, classic, might have even gotten 
everything your little heart wanted if the stakes had been more in line with the 
payment. You’ve never done this before have you?” 

The lytar seemed caught off guard by both his conversational tone and the 
accusation. “Well, not as such no… but I’m prepared to do-” 

“Save it.” Lewis didn’t look interested in going through the whole routine. “I’ve read 
the script already. Now, I’m no expert, but I’m gonna guess there are rules for a 
situation like this. Things you should do and things you shouldn’t. Something you 
shouldn’t do is capture one of my friends, because that right there means things are 
going to get very bad for you very quickly.” 

Sulok tried to sound menacing. “You think you can take me before I kill her?” 
Lewis just smiled, his tone still easygoing. “I’ve got no need to. Now I bet the second 

thing you shouldn’t do is hold someone at gunpoint in the middle of an open room. 
Because right now you’re surrounded with nothing to save you but her. Threaten to 
shoot a group of people, or use a bomb instead of a gun. That way you can keep a 
group of hostages around you to use as a shield.” 

M’yara could feel Sulok’s manner changing, as though he was growing more and 
more uncomfortable with the incredibly casual way Lewis was discussing such a thing. 

“You’ve thought about this way too much.” He said. 
“Or you didn’t think about it enough.” Lewis retaliated, starting to sound more 

aggressive. “Cause like I said, you’re surrounded. I bet you don’t even have an exit 
strategy do you?” 

“My exit strategy is the only way you’ll see this woman alive again, by-” 
But again Lewis cut him off. 
“And finally,” He looked directly at M’yara as he spoke, getting as close to telepathic 

communication as humans could get. “Find someone who can’t fight back. Guess that 
makes you three for three, want to risk it all on the bonus round?” 

From what she could see of his face, Sulok now looked fully nervous. He and Lewis 
stared each other down, daring the other without words to make the first move. He 
tightened his grip on his gun, causing its aim to shift slightly without him noticing. 

And that was all M’yara needed. 
In the space of a second, she had shifted her weight and grabbed on tighter to the 

arm that was still around her neck to steady herself. She brought her elbow down as 
hard as she could into his groin, using her grasp on his arm to keep from over-
balancing and throwing him off her at the same time. As he doubled over she brought 
down both fists on the back of his head, crashing him to the ground. His gun went off 
three times as he fell. 

Stock Fifteen Rounds, which all ships were equipped with without fail, were 
designed to fly slower through the air and therefor with less force then normal bullets. 
They impacted on the walls leaving only small dents behind, lacking the force to 
damage the strong metal but still having more then enough to still be lethal to any 
organic matter in the way. 

M’yara was dimly aware that no one seemed to be hurt. Suddenly she was falling as 
Sulok, still from his position on the floor, swept her legs out from under her. Thinking 
quickly she pulled herself into a roll, a sort of backwards summersault that pushed her 
back on her feet in almost no time at all. She turned, and before he had a chance to 

respond in any fashion, she brought her foot down on his face with all of her strength. 
She took a simultaneous odd kind of pleasure and revulsion at the squishy, cracking 
noise and sensation that resulted. 

He was unconscious and his nose was obviously broken, but he seemed to have 
incurred no injuries worse then that. M’yara wiped the blood off the bottom of her shoe 
on his chest, then walked to Lewis as the security officers rushed forward to secure 
Sulok. 

“For the record I could have done that at any time, I just wanted something to keep 
him busy.” Jokingly, she tried to sound as if what she had just done was nothing 
important. 

Lewis broke into an infectious grin. “You’ve been practicing?” 
“Every day.” 
Cooper hurried over followed by the niran woman, looking satisfied. “Well, glad 

that’s all sorted-” 
Lewis didn’t let him finish. “Would you mind explaining how the hell a nineteen year 

old civilian managed to do your job better then you could?” 
Cooper was taken aback but not without response. “Commander, I did everything I 

could-” 
“Short of actually rescuing the hostage, she had to go do that herself!” M’yara knew 

most of the time Lewis could put up with the Chief’s well-meaning incompetence, but it 
seemed this time was different. 

Cooper was angry now, and trying not to go into meltdown in front of his superior. 
“Sir, I-” 

“You’re dismissed. Go learn some better tactics.” 
Cooper walked away, seething but keeping it under control. As he started breaking 

up the crowd, she saw Steven push his way through and run up to her. He scooped her 
up into a hug and exclaimed. 

“Oh my god! Are you alright?” 
The hug continued for nearly two more seconds before something seemed too click 

inside his head, and he almost jumped backwards, letting go of her and trying not to 
look embarrassed. 

She tried to stifle a giggle. “I’m fine, thanks to Lewis. He makes a good distraction.” 
Lewis had returned to his easygoing self. “Well there has to be a reason why you 

two put up with me.” 
The niran woman looked confused. “Any time you would like to explain would be 

acceptable.” 
“Oh, right. Sorry.” Lewis said hurriedly. “Commander Atana, this is M’yara Scott 

and Steven Cross. Their parents were those four other people I was trapped with, on 
the Cascade.” 

M’yara was surprised. He usually didn’t share that story. She herself had been 
thirteen when it had happened. At the time both she and Steven had lived on New 
Oceana. He had been over at her house while their parents had been taking a day-trip 
together to the moon for some art show. 

When the Data Bombing hit, all ships not connected to the Military’s systems lost 
their NavCon, meaning almost every civilian ship lost control for nearly half an hour. 
Unsure of the cause or repercussions, the UESA ship Cascade that happened to be in 
orbit at the time picked up everyone from the flight as a precaution. That’s where their 
parents had met Lewis. 

Then the uorians came. 
Steven’s voice broke her out of her memories. He was talking to Atana. 
“Our two families have been friends for years.” He said, smiling. “Then he stumbled 

in where he didn’t belong, just as usual.” 
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“So what are you two doing here?” Lewis asked. “The SciTech Symposium isn’t until 
Friday.” 

“Steven wanted to come early. Hope you don’t mind.” M’yara replied, glad to find 
her voice was calm and contained. She didn’t want anyone to worry unnecessarily. 

Lewis reassured her. “Not at all, I was hoping we’d get a chance to hang out before 
it started. Haven’t seen either of you in months. Hey, have you heard back yet? Did 
they say anything?” 

“Nothing yet, but it’s only been two weeks.” M’yara shrugged. 
“Both of them just sent their applications off to the Academy.” Lewis explained to 

Atana. 
“Do not worry.” She said. “You will very likely have better luck I found.” 
“Why’s that?” Steven asked, before he seemed to really register she was niran. “Oh… 

right.” 
“Are you sure you’re ok?” Lewis suddenly looked concerned as he spoke to M’yara. 
“I’m fine.” She insisted sternly. “You don’t have to get so hyper about it. I can take 

care of myself, remember?” 
“Hey,” Lewis put his hands up in mock defense. “I’m just asking cause you got taken. 

You’re not the type to let that happen.” 
“First thing you learn is there is no ‘type’. Just the lucky and the unlucky.” She spoke 

harshly, but her words became foggy as she thought back to what had happened. “Yeah, 
it… it was weird. Like everything slowed down and, I just couldn’t think… that was a 
really long flight.” She concluded. “I’ll probably sleep great tonight. I’m fine now 
anyways.” 

She wasn’t sure if he was convinced or not, but he dropped the subject and that was 
good enough for her. “Well, in that case I’ve got something special in mind. We’re 
starting the reactor on the Challenger for the first time in a little bit, want to come?” 

Steven’s face cycled through shock, disbelief and finally irrepressible joy faster then 
M’yara had thought the muscle groups were capable of moving. “You’re kidding! We 
could actually see… I’m there. I am so totally there.” 

“Great.” Lewis checked his watch. “We should get going if we want to be there when 
it starts.” 

 
 

(14) 
 

“Sure it’ll work this time?” Ctal’s inquiry was simple, but it cut into Lewis all the 
same. 

The hatch was open again. The seemingly endless jumble of color-coded wires it 
contained flowed across the floor like they were the station’s spilled intestines. 

“Hope so.” Was all Lewis said, but inside he was furious at himself. He was the one 
who had rewired the relay, he was the one who was sure it would work. Now it was his 
fault that… he stopped himself. There just wasn’t time, for any of it. 

Lewis and Ctal both pressed themselves against the wall next to the relay, trying to 
stay out of the potential blast radius. Cautiously Lewis reached over and flipped the ‘on’ 
switch. There were two showers of sparks, and then… nothing. 

Both of them stared at the open hatch, waiting for anything good or bad to happen. 
At last a strange, ethereal pulsating hum filled the air as the modifications tried to 
convert the ambient pressure waves inside the plasma conduits into sound. 

Lewis let out a cheer. “I think we’re back in business!” 
“It’s working!” Ctal called down the hall to where the others had moved Geller in case 

something went wrong again. 
As the others approached Lewis began feverishly typing the Codex ID in, a series of 

beeping noises emanating from the speakers. For a tense minute or two there was 
nothing, just the same beeps and hums. Then out of nowhere a voice emerged shrouded 
in a cloud of static. 

“Source of signal, this is Ops. Please identify, over.” 
A great cheer went up from everyone in earshot. Lewis was ecstatic, dumbfounded 

with happiness. Finally, something was starting to work. He opened the channel. 
“Ops, this is Commander Reyes. We have survivors here. I repeat, we have survivors 

here.” 
“Lewis? God damn it’s good to hear your voice.” 
The signal cleared up a little, and he could tell it was Tennant on the other end. “Yeah, 

same here Rich. Glad to see you made it through in one piece. How do things look on 
your end of the station?” 

There was a momentary rush of static as Tennant laughed. “It’s hard to tell from here, 
but we’re pretty sure you guys look like shit.” 

Lewis laughed too. “I can in fact confirm that.” He downshifted into a tone of deadly 
seriousness. “We have a critical injury here, and a lot more general wounded. How’s 
sickbay?” 

“Totally fried. That entire section decompressed. We lost the Doc and most of the 
staff. Challenger’s still docked though, it should be fine. You can probably use that.” 

There was a pause for a moment, and the faint sound of Tennant telling someone he 
was on the phone. “Anyways, there are a few of us here and we’re pretty ok. Our end in 
facing inwards so you guys got the full blast. Any idea what that was by the way?” 

“They’re called the ortari. And they definitely aren’t anyone we know.” Lewis almost  
“Thought as much. But how is that even possible? How could there be a species this 

advanced in Known Space and we don’t know about them?” 
“I don’t know. You think they might be from somewhere else, further out?” He didn’t 

think it was very likely. 
“I guess, but I don’t see how they could have gotten all the way here without being 

seen by someone.” 
Lewis brought them back on point. “More importantly they have a serious grudge 

against us. And we know they’re searching for something they call the Light, no idea 
what it could be. But they’re got parties scouring the station, it’s a miracle they haven’t 
found us yet.” 

“Well they can tell us all about it on their way out of the system. In the mean time 
we have got to start getting people out of here before they decide that thing isn’t worth 
the trouble.” 

“Agreed. We’ve got about a thousand here, there enough ships for that?” Lewis didn’t 
spend enough time on the flight deck to know offhand. 

“Should be. We’ve got a bunch of civilian craft in the hangar, and best of all the 
Marathon and Advent are still in play.” 

More good news. “Perfect. You get the lockouts down, there’s obviously no 
decompression here. Then start prepping whatever’s space worthy, tin cans and all. We 
are getting out of here.” 

 
(15) 

 
Engineering was no longer deserted. 
Work crew ran this way and that, checking coolant lines, running structural 

diagnostics, managing output feeds. At the end of the room a section of a large dome 
stood, only partially emerged from the wall behind it. Inside, behind ten feet of 
radiation shielding, outbound power conduits, laser emitters and magnetic stabilizers 
a fusion reaction less then an inch across was taking shape. 
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Richard Tennant stood at one of the workstations, initiating the pressurization 
sequence. He watched the fuzzy, false-color sensor readings, then called out to one of 
the crews. 

“Ok, fire up the secondary containment ring!” 
There was a muffled mechanical sound from inside the reactor shell as an odd 

greenish color flooded the scan report. 
He looked over the readings again, pulled up a power output analysis, then called 

once more. “Alright, taper off the fuel supply and hold steady until we reach condition 
three.” 

He glanced across the room, and his gaze found Lewis and his friends watching the 
reaction start. They had talked for a bit when they first arrived, and Lewis had 
introduced him to Atana. What had struck him the most was how little M’yara and 
Steven had changed since the last time they had come for a visit. 

Steven was eclectically dressed, but not in a way that looked intentional. Between 
his mismatched outfit and unkempt hair he gave the distinct impression of having 
overslept in the hotel. He was very pale, and his eyes fluttered across the room in 
constant motion. Not in a nervous or panicked way, but as if he was trying to absorb 
as much information about his surroundings as possible. 

M’yara on the other hand presented a very different image. The faint smell of soap 
was still detectable from the shower she had clearly had time to take that morning. Her 
outfit of simple blue-jeans and cleanly patterned tank-top had clearly been selected 
with an eye for both color coordination and freedom of movement as to not restrict her 
not insubstantial combat abilities. Spending even the smallest amount of time with her 
it became clear tactics were always on her mind in one form or another. Especially the 
way her eyes panned slowly over wherever she happened to find herself, keeping tabs 
on solid places for cover, good objects to improvise weapons from and any passing 
people that might become a threat. And yet somehow she still managed to be incredibly 
easy to talk too. 

Her hair was dark red and well taken care of. Even though natural redheads had 
gone extinct decades ago, her mother had loved the look of it when she had been 
M’yara’s age. So she had gotten a simple gene-mod which M’yara later inherited. She 
liked to joke that she was lucky her mother hadn’t chosen blue or green in a fit of 
youthful rebellion. Though they were human, her parents had loved the sound of the 
malcothan name, which roughly translated to ‘joy of angels’. 

“Now that right there, that is a thing of beauty.” Hunter spoke unexpectedly from 
behind Rich and broke him out of his thoughts.  

Tennant turned around and leaned back against the console. “Couldn’t agree more 
sir. Do you need anything, or…?” 

“Oh no, just wandering around, getting a feel for her.” He gazed wistfully around 
the room for a moment before snapping back to Tennant, suddenly alert. “No wait, 
actually there is something. I wanted to ask you how soon you think we could get 
underway, ahead of schedule?” 

Tennant thought for a moment before answering, running through the complete 
checklist of everything they had left to take care of. “Well, technically we could launch 
now. I’m not saying things would go well if they went at all, but we could probably 
swing it. Otherwise if we really bust the unpaid overtime limit I’d guess, four days 
minimum. Why?” 

“I was thinking maybe we could take the prisoners back.” 
“Going a little land-crazy?” Rich asked with a knowing smile. 
“Why does everyone keep saying that?” Hunter asked with false sincerity. “Like I 

already told Lewis, this station wasn’t built to accommodate people like this for very 
long. I want them out of here before something else happens.” 

“Yeah, I heard about the incident in the Entry.” He looked back at the others, and 
Hunter followed his gaze. 

“She alright?” He asked. 
“Oh, she’s fine, better then fine.” Tennant reassured him. “I’ve met her before, it’d 

take something a hell of a lot worse then that to throw her off her game.” 
“Well that’s good at least. Lewis smoothed the whole thing over and we’ve got the 

guy back in custody, but he’s already escaped once and we still have no idea how. How 
long until he does it again, or someone else does?” Lee was making sense, they needed 
to do something. “Security doesn’t know how to handle them, they’ve never dealt with 
something like this before. And the outpost in only a few days away, shouldn’t be too 
hard to reach.” 

Tennant glanced back at the readings, then shouted to another team. “Ok, energize 
the lithium cells, flood the water chambers and prepare the tritium/deuterium recovery 
units.” He turned back to Hunter and shrugged. It was certainly a tall order. “Well, I’ll 
see what I can do, but I can’t promise anything. I’m an engineer, not a miracle worker.” 

Hunter began to walk away, his tone bright and happy. “Is there a difference?” 
 

(16) 
 

Operations was a mess. Primarily created to manage the flight deck, it was equipped 
to become a second command deck in a crisis. Most of the consoles had overloaded, and 
Lewis could see clear evidence of Tennant’s signature slapdash repairs on the ones that 
were still functioning. 

At the row of workstations, Hunter stood and stared out the wall-length view screen 
that projected an image of the flight deck. 

“Marathon and Advent are doing a good job keeping them busy, but they can’t hold 
them off forever.” 

“That leaves us with two options.” Lewis said walking up behind him. “Run or get 
help.” 

Tennant spoke up from where he was watching a LADAR screen. “A message drone 
won’t be able to FTL jump from inside the implosion, and those ships will shoot them 
out of the sky before they ever get close enough to the edge. No outbound com.” 

“Run it is then.” Atana said, sounding as though she couldn’t wait to hear how they 
were supposed to do that. 

“Those two ships aren’t gonna get over a thousand people out.” Steven said as he 
tried to get one of the consoles to reconnect to the local network. 

“That’s why we’re gonna build some convoys they can escort out.” Hunter said, taking 
a moment to look away from his screen. “We’ve got more then enough boats here.” 

Lewis recognized his unspoken queue. He wasn’t sure who was manning the coms, 
but he ordered them just the same. They knew who they were. “Get the captains on the 
line.”  

It was Tennant who activated a console. “This is Station Tower broadcasting 
local/closed to Marathon and Advent, please respond.” 

“This is Advent Actual.” A female voice crackled to life over the speakers, using the 
radio terminology for the ranking officer onboard. 

“This is Marathon, we read you Tower.” 
Lewis could see Hunter allow himself a momentary smile. “Good to hear from you 

Quariss, it’s Lee. How’s the Advent?” 
“Could be better, could be a whole lot worse.” Quariss replied, sounding flustered but 

very much in control. 
Though he had never met her, Lewis was aware of her story. She had gained small 

notoriety in the fleet for being the only ha’rkhan to ever have a Tennessee accent. Her 
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parents had been killed when she was barely a year old, and she had been adopted by 
human friends, one of the first ever instances of cross-species adoption. She frequently 
said Earth felt more like home to her the Ruen did, though she made a point of visiting 
both places as often as possible. 

“Marathon.” Hunter addressed, his agitation distinctly audible. “Put a line directly 
through to Actual if he can’t be bothered to pick up the phone himself when I call.” 

“I’m sorry, I can’t do that sir.” The man speaking was quiet and shaky. Lewis thought 
he sounded extremely out of his element. “The Captain… Captain Fallon is dead. This is 
Lieutenant Croshaw.” 

It took several seconds for Hunter to respond. Lewis knew him well enough to know 
he was regretting sounding so annoyed only seconds ago. “Damn… I’m sorry to hear that. 
You’re the highest ranking officer now?” 

“There’s a Lieutenant Commander who might still be alive. She was helping fix a 
plasma leak on one of the lower decks when the Captain was killed. We… still haven’t 
heard back from her.” 

Hunter stood there for a moment, planning. “Ok, how much evac space do the two of 
you have?” 

“Doesn’t matter.” Quariss started, but the rest of her words were cut off by a some 
kind of explosion. She could be heard giving orders in the background until she returned 
to finish speaking. “The fire’s too hot out here. It’s taking all we’ve got to not get slagged 
right where we float, we’d never be able to dock for long enough.” 

“Ok, that doesn’t change much.” Hunter readjusted his plans. “We’re assembling two 
convoys, you’re each going to take one. Advent’s got the stronger weapons, so Quariss 
will run large-scale interference while Marathon plays shepherd and tends to the herd. 
Once they’re in the air leave the system immediately, go in separate directions.” 

“What about you?” Quariss asked, and there was real concern in her voice. 
Hunter didn’t hesitate. “Command crew loads last, that’s the way it works. I don’t 

want anyone playing hero, got it? You see someone that can’t be save you keep flying.” 
“Agreed.” 
“Understood sir.” 
Hunter did not smile, or frown, or give any indication of emotion at all. It was simple 

fact, nothing more. “Croshaw, you just got promoted. You can drop the ‘sir’.” 
 

(17) 
 

As Lewis walked down the hallway the lights grew dimmer, signifying the switch to 
the night cycle. He barely registered the change as he stared at his PAD, looking over 
his report on Sulok’s escape and subsequent re-capture. The network feeds into the 
Captain’s Officer were down for some reason, forcing him to deliver it on foot. 

He broke into a jog, hoping to return before Atana, Steven and M’yara finished 
eating in the mess hall, and nearly ran headlong into a man around a corner. 

“Whoa, sorry.” He said as he came to a sudden stop, trying to regain his footing. 
The disorientation was long gone before Lewis realized there was something very 

odd about the man. He hadn’t flinched at all, he hadn’t even seemed to notice. He 
turned slowly to look at Lewis, and spoke in a strangely flat voice that sounded very 
unnatural. 

“Hello Commander.” 
Lewis studied his face close. He was pale and gaunt and… non-descript. Lewis was 

taken aback, he had never seen a face quite like it. There were no distinguishing 
features, nothing really unique in any way. As he stared he found he couldn’t even pin 
down any specifics. The man’s eye color, hair color and style, age, even something like 
how big his nose was all just seemed to blur out. It was like someone had reduced the 

human face to its most basic shape, and stripped it of all else. 
He recovered himself and responded with a question. “Sorry, do I know you?” 
“I wish we could talk further, but we don’t have a lot of time at our disposal.” 
“What are you talking about?” 
“I need you to listen, Commander Reyes. That’s all.” 
Lewis had been through too much that day to be in the mood to play. “Look, I’m 

really busy, ok. So what do you want?” 
“I want you to listen to a warning.” 
Now he was starting to care. Even without all his years of training he knew this had 

just become a situation he needed to watch. “A warning? A warning about what?” 
“If I told you that, you would be prepared.” 
“Isn’t that the general idea of a warning?” 
“You might say so.” The man didn’t seem to need to blink. 
“Then why won’t you tell me?” 
“I can’t allow you to be prepared for what’s to come. All I can say is something is 

coming. And when I am proven right, anything I say in the future will carry greater 
weight with you. This is the way it has to be. Trust me, if possible.” 

Lewis looked at him incredulously. “You want me to trust a man who won’t tell me 
what I need to be warned about?” 

For the first time, an actual emotional tone crept into his voice. “I am sorry, 
Commander Reyes, for what must seem to you an arbitrary imposition. I trust it will all 
make sense to you in the course of… well, I’m really not at liberty to say.” 

Lewis was beyond confused now, and getting frustrated. “Look, just tell me. What is 
it you want me to do?” 

The man smiled, but in a detached kind of way that his distorted face made the most 
chilling thing Lewis had ever seen. “Just be prepared, for my sake. When the time is 
right, I will give you my message.” 

And right before his eyes, the man simply was no more. 
 

(18) 
 

The sickbay on board the Challenger was unfinished. Pieces of the wall plating lay 
propped up on the floor, waiting patiently to be installed. Cardboard boxes packed with 
miscellaneous supplies, components and equipment were everywhere, piled three high 
in some spots. 

Though he was aware of the state it was in, Sulok paid it little attention. Ignoring the 
precession of Ctal, Freeman and two security officers that followed in his wake, he 
marched up to the bed where is patient lay unconscious. The robotic arm over the bed 
that held things for the doctor hung limply out of its storage compartment, and Sulok 
brushed it aside sharply. 

“How long has she been like this?” 
The nurse, Sato or whatever Eliza had said her name was, looked surprised to see 

him. He had gotten used to the warm reception from other races by now, he told himself 
it didn’t bother him. 

Sato recovered from her mild shock. “About twenty, twenty-five minutes.” 
Eliza sounded truly worried, she had never been terribly good at dealing with medical 

situations. “That’s not good, is it?” 
“No, no it’s not.” Sulok told her, and he felt bad that he had no time to comfort his 

friend. “How is she?” 
“Not good. I’ve been doing what I can, but… I was just about to start a mid-range 

scan.” Sato replied. 
“I’ll do it.” He reached for the MedPAD, but stopped short as though his hand had 
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run into a physical barrier created by her uneasy expression. 
“It’s alright.” Ctal tried to say reassuringly. “I think.” 
Sulok felt rather unappreciated. The fact that he was their prisoner and now he was 

expected to save one of them should have put the ball more in his court. “Thanks for the 
vote of confidence.” 

He ran the scanner over her a few times as he stared at the readout monitor, then 
swore softly under his breath. “Laetak.” 

“Something wrong?” Sato asked, and he was impressed to hear that the worry in her 
voice was entirely professional. 

“You see this?” He pointed to an area on the readout. “This is where her head was 
struck. There’s certainly structural damage, worse then I hoped but not as bad as it could 
have been. If we have a cellular regenerator I should be able to repair it.” 

 “So that’s it?” Freeman asked. Sulok could see she was trying hard not to look at the 
large bloodied patch of wrappings on the back of Cathy’s head. “If you can fix her she’ll 
be fine then, yeah?” 

He shook his head. “Not exactly. I don’t like to use it on the brain if I can help it, 
there’s a good chance she will loose information. Memories, skills, anything the damaged 
neurons have stored that her genetic profile won’t account for. But it’s the best plan we 
have.” 

Sato spoke up. “You should already know that’s not the biggest problem, it’s the burst 
blood vessels. Right now they’re starting to increase intracranial pressure, but that’s easy 
enough to fix. But then they’ll start clotting.” 

“The brain is a fragile thing. If clots start forming inside it they’ll tear through the 
surrounding tissue. I won’t be able to fix that.” Sulok explained as he started digging 
through boxes trying to find parts of the regenerator. 

“So what can you do?” Ctal sounded like he was trying his hardest to be helpful. 
“What I need to do is stop the clots from forming long enough to fix the damaged 

areas.” Sulok said without interrupting his hunt. 
Freeman tapped into the small store of medical knowledge she had accumulated. 

“But you have anticoagulants don’t you?” 
Sulok stopped his frenetic search long enough to let her idea enter his mind, be 

analyzed and then rejected; it took about a second. “Blood thinner? No, no, that would 
unbalance her red cell to fluid ratio, her oxygen absorption levels would plummet. The 
clots are already starting to put her brain into starvation, anything more and there could 
be permanent damage.” 

Sato was considering the problem. “Then what we need to do is get rid of the clots 
themselves.” 

Suddenly an idea emerged in his mind. He studied it from every angle he could think 
of, and it withstood all his attacks. It could work. He didn’t bother with an excited 
exclamation, or to stop and announce his plans to the others. He simply did what he had 
to. He resumed rummaging through the boxes, finally emerging with a small device he 
affixed to the end of the robot arm. 

“Mirco-sonic-agitation.” He explained as he adjusted the settings for the attachment. 
“Most common use is the painless, non-surgical disintegration of kidney-stones. If I can 
use the arm to microscopically maneuver the beam I should be able to eliminate the clots 
as they form. We need to expose the damaged area, and get me a sterilizer!” 

 
(19) 

 
She watched as Lieutenant Arthur Cutler entered the Command Deck. As the ‘bridge 

officer’ assigned to the first nightshift, he was in control for the next five hours. 
Generally this amounted to him walking around twenty minutes, checking in with 

people and making sure they were doing whatever it was they did. Then he would read 
while listening to music at what most people said was an excessive volume. However, 
there were no quarters in the immediate vicinity of the CD, so there hadn’t really been 
any complaints yet. He had even been known to go on duty in slippers on occasion, 
reveling in the inherent looseness of the empty graveyard shift he had requested. But 
tonight something was different. 

His face wore a special mix of caution and annoyance, a look he only broke out 
when something potentially dared to interrupt his ‘me-time’. As much as he hated to 
have his fun spoiled, he always knew the situation at hand was more important. And 
even though she was new, she already knew enough about him to know that meant 
something big was about to happen. 

“Bring us up to Condition Three and polarize the armor.” Cutler gave the order, 
then turned to look at her. “I don’t recognize you.” 

It was as much a statement as a question. 
“Oh, I’m Geller sir.” She answered. “Petty Officer Catherine Geller, transferred here 

a month ago.” 
“Well, Petty Officer Catherine Geller, I just got off the horn with Commander Reyes. 

He seemed to think something was up. Better be on the safe side.” 
“Did he say anything about what?” She asked, then quickly added seeing the look on 

Cutler’s face. “…Sir.” 
Before he could answer an Ensign from across the room called out. “Sir, I’m picking 

up something.” 
Trying to see as best she could without standing up, she tried to look at the Ensign’s 

screen around Cutler as he spoke. “What kind of something Harding?” 
“Some kind of fluctuation, trying to localize.” There was a tense moment of waiting. 

“Got it, multiple slipspace contacts on an approach vector, big ones too if I’m reading 
this right. We’ve got nothing scheduled for docking.” 

“Can we ident them?” 
Geller turned back to her screen and poured over the scan results. “Negative. 

Scanners don’t have a high enough resolution to be sure, but I don’t think this is 
anything we have on file.” 

“Hmm…” Cutler was thinking. “Alright, this could be what Reyes meant, so we’ll 
keep our guard till we know what’s going. But keep us down at Three, we don’t want to 
seem threatening if this is something else.” 

Harding continued. “They’re dropping into normal space around six-thousand 
kilometers out, that’s just on the edge of the slipspace implosion.” 

Cutler rubbed his eyes in a tired sort of way. “Hail them and get me a visual. And 
get the Captain down here, he’s gonna want to see this.” Quietly, but in a voice still loud 
enough that Geller could hear, he added to himself. “Just what I need, shit goes down 
on my shift.” 

Finally, an exterior shot was pulled up on a screen, and Cutler stared stunned at the 
image. “My god, those things are ships?” 

They were rings, massive rings. 
Geller ran a higher range scan. “They don’t match anything on file, no species, no 

organization.” 
“Yeah, no shit Sherlock.” Cutler spoke without thinking, then immediately tried to 

regain his officer’s composure. “I mean… Someone get me the First Contact Protocol.” 
There was a very specific procedure in place for making contact. But since no new 

species had been discovered since humanity had started leaving Earth, hardly anyone 
knew it from memory. 

Geller’s readout changed, and she relayed that to Cutler. “Still no response to the 
hail, but I’m getting massive power spikes.” 
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“Weapons?” He sounded nervous. 
“Inconclusive.” She was nervous too, but she tried not to focus on it. “Scanners can’t 

penetrate the hull. Spectrograph can’t even recognize the alloys, it’s just picking up 
traces of standard elements.” 

She had just started recalibrating the scanners when an alert she had tagged flared 
across her screen. “I think they’ve locked weapons! I’m reading radiation spots on our 
hull that look like guide beams!” 

“Keep hailing!” 
In the time it took for the scanners to recognize the weapon had been launched, for 

her brain to receive and interpret that information, then for her mouth to form words, 
whatever kind of projectile it was had already found its mark. She was only half way 
through the sentence before it was all over. 

Things flew in every direction, and Geller’s mind couldn’t process what debris had 
come from what explosion. The last thing she saw before she was thrust into 
unconsciousness was an eighteen inch metal girder thrown from the wall flying 
through the air. In terrible slow motion, it plowed cleanly through the side of Cutler’s 
head, leaving a gaping hole where all his thoughts and memories had once resided. 

Then things were just quiet. 
 

(20) 
 

The engineering crews in the flight deck looked like carnivorous insects as they 
swarmed over the dead bodies of broken ships, stripped their bones bare, then carried 
the parts off to fix other ships. 

Most of the ‘tin cans’ they had both working and not were decommissioned civilian 
flights, which worked just fine for what they had planned. They were small enough to fit 
inside the large, enclosed and habitable deck, which made maintenance much easier 
Tennant and his teams. 

Rich stopped welding the hull of a ship to open a com channel. “Tennant to Ops.” The 
voice command triggered a connection in the system and opened a line to Operations. 
There was a second or two of silence and then someone picked up. 

“Ops here.” Steven replied. 
“It’s Tennant, get me the Captain.” 
“What is it?” Now it was Hunter on the line. 
“We’re almost done, things are looking pretty good. But we were way off on our 

overage projections, we’re gonna need some extra space on Marathon or Advent for 
about a hundred more.” 

“Fine, I’ll give them a call. Just hold on for-” His voice cut off. 
“Sir?” 
“Hold on, I’ll get back to you.” He didn’t sound happy. 

(21) 
 

Hunter closed the line. Some part of him didn’t believe what he had just heard, and 
he wanted to be certain. “Are you sure?” 

Atana looked over the readout again, her voice low, eyes downcast. “Absolutely sure.” 
“Get me the Marathon.” Lee said, putting his hand to his head as he waited for a 

response. It was hard not to look as drained as he felt, but he did his best. 
“Marathon, this is Cairo Tower requesting Actual, over.” Steven said. 
“This is Lieutenant Cro-” Croshaw stopped himself. “Marathon Actual here.” 
“It’s Hunter.” The exhaustion faded into the background, now he was angry. “What 

the hell just happened out there?” 

“We’re still trying to figure that out. All we know for sure is Advent is gone. Just… 
gone.” 

“Oh god.” Hunter simply stood there for a moment, paralyzed. It was true. The most 
powerful force they had in the fight was gone. 

For the first time that day, he was honestly scared. 
He heard laughter behind him but didn’t turn around to look. He was rooted to the 

deck beneath him as he tried to get his thoughts in order. 
“Ok, we’ve got some serious noobs down in the hangar. I just had to talk a guy 

through installing a new Masse Coil; he couldn’t even tell the positive end was the one 
with the little plus sign…” Lewis entered the room sounding cheerful, but as soon as he 
saw their faces the words withered and died in his throat. “What happened?” 

Hunter spoke softly. “Advent is gone.” 
He could see the weight of this was not lost on Lewis, but as usual he tried to get 

straight to business. “Shit, how?” 
Croshaw’s voice crackled back over the com. “Alright, we got the scan report. Looks 

like they flew through the center of one of those ring-things. Cliff version: big flash of 
light, then nothing; no debris, no residual energy. Even the ring itself was gone.” 

Lewis turned away and ran his hand through his hair. “This is not good on so many 
levels.” 

Hunter still stood there, staring out at the screens that displayed the flight deck. 
Without warning the anger welled up inside him, tearing apart the careful web of 
thought he had been trying to construct. His fist came down hard on the console in front 
of him, and he heard his shout echo over the now silent deck. 

“God damn it!” 
He stayed like that for several moments, he wasn’t sure how long. Slowly at first, he 

began putting the pieces of his plan back together again. Finally he turned around to face 
the others, feeling alive with the bright focus that came with re-strategizing on the fly. 
“Croshaw, get ready. We’re launching both convoys as one. You’re to the brim right?” 

“Brimming over, but we’ll manage. Zero evac space though.” 
Hunter was no stranger to putting on a brave face. In his years of command, he had 

often made sure he sounded more confident in his orders then he really felt. But this 
time wasn’t like that. This time, he really felt convinced beyond all doubt that he knew 
the way forward. In fact, he realized with a shock that almost scared him, he had never 
believed in anything as strongly as he did right then. 

“Then we’ll get the rest out on the Challenger.” 
Lewis looked unconvinced. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” 
He considered himself lucky it hadn’t sounded stupid the moment he actually said it. 

“She may not be in the best condition, but she’ll fly. Rich told me this morning.” 
Lewis seemed satisfied for the moment. Lee knew just how much trust his EXO had 

in him, and it made him very happy to see that trust hadn’t been shaken yet. 
Lewis pulled up the com. “Reyes to Tennant.” 
“Tennant here. Anyone gonna tell me what’s going on up there?” 
“Don’t have time. Advent is gone, so we’re taking the rest out on the Challenger.” 

Even though he remained serious, Hunter thought he could detect the tiniest trace of a 
smile on Lewis’s face. “We are launching, I repeat we are launching.” 

 
(22) 

 
Cathy’s operation was nearing completion. The large hollow cylinder of the 

regenerator had been assembled and moved over her bed. He slowly panned the focusing 
module over the back of Geller’s exposed brain. The results weren’t instantaneous, but 
they were exponentially faster then the natural alternative. 
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The situation made Sulok extremely uncomfortable. Brain surgery was supposed to 
be conducted while the patient was conscious, with their constant feedback ensuring 
nothing had gone seriously wrong. But it wasn’t like they had a choice. He pulled the 
module away as the room shook unpleasantly, evidence of the battle raging outside. 

“Repairs are at eighty-five percent, vitals look strong.” He said, turning away from his 
work for a second to check her stats. 

As if just to prove him wrong, an alarm chose that moment to sound. 
Ctal sat up from the chair he had been slouching in, almost asleep. “What’s that?” 
“Blood pressure is falling!” Sulok said as he read the screen as fast as physically 

possible. “Fixing the damage is taking the pressure off the blood vessels, she’ll bleed out 
if we can’t stop it.” 

He looked down at her open head, horrified to see thick blood starting to ooze out of 
the wrinkles of her brain as though it was weeping. At last there was so much that it 
started dripping out at a steady pace into the small tray that hung beneath her head. 

“You have got to let it clot!” Sato shouted at him. 
“If it clots she could die.” He shot back in what was probably the sternest tone he 

could produce. 
“If you don’t she will die!” She yelled. Sulok knew she had lost all patience with his 

care, but he would wait until later to argue treatments with her. 
“We need to elevate her head and slow her heart rate, that will slow the bleeding. 

Start looking, try to find anything like Retaline or Keravin.” He barked his orders and 
fully expected them to be followed. If they weren’t he would have to take more extreme 
measures. 

“Are you insane? You’re gonna kill her!” 
“Find it, now!” 
Sato turned to Ctal, fire in her eyes. “Might I remind you, sir, that only a few hours 

ago this man took an unarmed civilian hostage and nearly killed her. Do you really think-
” 

Thankfully, Sulok noted, Ctal wouldn’t have it. “Just do what he says.” 
“But sir-” 
“Just do it! Or we’ll find someone else who will!” Ctal wasn’t interested in making this 

more difficult then it needed to be either. 
Sato turned back to Sulok, enraged but defeated. “Fine, we have ten CCs of Keravin.” 
Sulok nodded. For now at least, his command remained unthreatened. But if it even 

slipped up later, he knew people could die and it would be his fault. “Thank you. Load up 
two, I just want to slow her heart not stop it.” 

She pulled a vial out of a stockpile, loaded it into an IV syringe, then handed it to 
Sulok. He took it and injected it into her drip-feed. 

He stared at the screen, waiting for anything to happen. Finally the bleeding began to 
slow. 

“It’s working! Heart rate is slowing!” He changed a few settings on the regenerator 
and looked over the results, feeling quite pleased with himself. Another crisis averted. 
“Cellular repairs are complete. Now all that’s left is some vascular reconstruction and-” 

More alarms, loud and fast and seemingly endless. No, no, he wasn’t going to lose 
this one. There had to be more. There was always more. 

“Heart rate is freefalling!” Sato called out. 
“Give her three CCs of Inaprovaline to counteract the Keravin and four CCs of 

adrenaline to get her heart going again.” Sulok ordered, trying desperately to stay in 
control. It was all starting to fall apart. He knew that feeling all too well. 

Sato followed his commands, but to no avail. “Not working. She’s crashing!” 
“Get the cards!” 
She dug through the boxes for nearly a minute before she found them; two small 

plastic rectangles and the cables that hooked them to the console. She wired them in and 
tossed them to Sulok. He easily caught them, ripped open Cathy’s shirt and placed them 
on her chest. 

“Charging!” 
A few more seconds past, and Sulok realized he had been forgetting to breath. At last 

the cards beeped. 
“Clear!” Sulok pressed a button on the console and there was a loud thump as most of 

Geller’s muscles contracted and released. 
There was no change on the vitals. “Again!” 
“Charging!” 
Once more they waited, and once more the cards beeped. “Clear!” 
She jolted again but nothing changed. 
“Again! Increase by one-half charge!” 
Thump. Stillness. 
“Again!” 
But Sato didn’t move. Sulok stood there, waiting for the cards to charge and it took 

him a moment to realize they weren’t. 
“I said again!” 
“We’ve got nothing.” She said, shaking her head slightly. “No brain activity, no pulse. 

It’s too late, we have to call it.” 
Sulok sighed and bent his head, feeling utterly burnt out. He slowly started switching 

off the machinery, one after another. All the other doctors he had ever known had always 
said that it never got any easier, but they did get used to it. He hadn’t. It felt just as bad 
now as it had the first time, all those years ago. His hand wavered over a particular 
button before he pressed it, cutting off the single, low unending tone from the heart rate 
monitor. 

He spoke clearly for the archival recording. “Patient Catherine Geller, status 
deceased.” He paused for a moment to check the date/time on the screen. “Time of death 
23:17 hours, March 28th

It was mostly empty, the dinner rush having already ended. It didn’t take long 
before he saw M’yara, Steven and Atana sitting around a small table in the back. 

 2193. Cause of death, awaiting autopsy confirmation… but 
suspected to be an extreme reaction, possibly allergic, to two CCs of Keravin.” 

Sulok was aware of Ctal standing off to the side, stunned beyond action for a moment 
before he came too and opened a channel. “Ctal to Ops.” 

Lewis’s voice came through, sounding highly distracted. “What?” 
“It’s Ctal, listen-” 
But Lewis cut him off. “Get to a screen now.” 
“But-” 
“No, just get to a screen and pull up an exterior feed now.” 
“But sir, Geller is dead.” 
There was a long silence from the other side, so long Sulok started to wonder if 

maybe the call had been dropped. At last Lewis replied, but his words didn’t matter. He 
could have made a comment about the weather and Sulok still would have known just 
from his tone that something very bad had happened. 

“She isn’t the only one.” 
 

(23) 
 

Lewis entered the mess hall. He had always thought it was closer to a food court 
then anything; the large civilian space was lined with small restaurants, little more 
then kitchens with cashier desks in front, set into the walls. And yet, everyone just 
called it the mess hall. 
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Steven looked like he was trying to explain something to Atana, probably something 
technical, and she didn’t seem to understand it. Lewis heard only a snatch of what 
Steven was saying before his arrival at the table cut him off. 

M’yara looked like she was glad of any excuse to stop the running conversation, but 
her expression became oddly concerned when she saw him. “Hey, what’s up?” 

Lewis realized he had still been running over his encounter with the man in the 
hallway. He still didn’t know what to make of it, and he tried to find the best place to 
start from. “I just put the station on Condition Three, so security might be a bit jumpier 
then usual.” 

“Why?” Steven asked, a barely noticeable trace of apprehension in his voice. 
“Someone else escape?” 

“No, nothing like that. It’s just…” How was he supposed to describe what he had 
seen? Awkwardly he started. “There was this weird guy who-” 

But the rest of his account was cut off as his ear piece beeped. Sighing gratefully to 
himself that he had been given a bit more time to find a good explanation, he opened 
the channel. “Reyes here.” 

“Lewis, thanks for getting that report in my ‘In’ tray so soon. How goes the prisoner 
transfer?” Hunter’s voice responded through speakerphone. 

“Pretty good.” He had gotten a status update just before his… encounter. “We have 
groups A through D onboard already. As soon as group E is loaded I’ll let you know.” 

“Excellent. When you get a chance later stop by my office and we’ll have a chat about 
that promotion. Hunter out.” 

As Lewis hung up M’yara asked, a smile forming on her face. “What promotion?” 
He was about to tell her it was nothing when everything froze. 
He stared disbelievingly, the sight before him unlike anything he had ever seen 

before. Everything in the room, the people, the clocks, the piece of trash someone had 
thrown at the can, all were perfectly suspended. 

He tried to stand up, to get a better look at what was happening, but something 
held him back. He was frozen just like the others. He struggled, pushing with all his 
might to break free but it was useless. He had never felt more trapped. 

He looked imploringly at his friends, but he seemed to be the only one conscious. His 
eyes darted this way and that across the room, looking at everyone’s immobile faces. 
They were all completely unaware this gap had taken place between one moment and 
the next. 

It was at that moment he realized the air was frozen too. He tried to open his mouth, 
tried to inhale but nothing would move. He was going to suffocate to death and there 
was nothing he could do but watch. He could feel his heart stopping, the neurons in his 
head slowing down. The stillness was overtaking every part of him. 

Slowly and calmly, the man from the hallway walked into Lewis’s field of vision. He 
watched the man, stunned by his apparent immunity to whatever was going on. The 
man walked right up to him, bent down in front of his face, and whispered words he 
could somehow hear. Seven simple words that would haunt him for years to come. 

“This is the moment when everything changes.” 
Lewis stared at the man, a new terror washing over him he couldn’t quite 

understand. Once again the mysterious stranger vanished before his eyes, and 
immediately the world righted itself. Lewis staggered under the abrupt onslaught of 
sound and motion while the others looked on, confused by his sudden disorientation. 

He barely had time to process that he was moving again before the room exploded 
in a torrent of fire and sound and pain. 

And then he was floating. 
 

(24) 

 
Silence had draped itself over Ops like a bed sheet being tucked in. Lewis stared 

transfixed in horrified, morbid fascination with the scene that played out on the monitor, 
dimly aware that everyone else was doing the same. Vast ortari battleships were firing on 
the surface of the planet, slowly obliterating the mining colony. 

“We have…” Atana’s voice caught for a second, so she started again. “We have 
stopped receiving life signs.” 

“We did everything we could. There were just… too many of them.” Croshaw’s voice 
was exceedingly quiet. 

Steven spoke for the first time in minutes. “How many people were down there?” 
“One-thousand-one-hundred-and-fifty-six.” Lewis spoke slowly, enunciating each 

word carefully as though to feel their full weight. It took every ounce of his will not to 
simply give up then and there. 

Hunter turned away. “Alright, let’s get back to work.” 
Atana rounded on him, all the pain and anger she was feeling spilling out 

uncontrollably. “For god’s sake, give them a moment!” 
“There’s nothing we can do.” Lewis kept his voice calm but forceful. This was not a 

talk he had been looking forward to having. “And there’s nothing we could have done.” 
“You laetak’pas.” She didn’t bother to translate the insult. The flame in her voice was 

so cold a lesser man would have frozen where he stood. “You knew this would happen.” 
Hunter interjected harshly. “The Commander and I were fully aware they would be 

attacked at some point. And we also knew there was no chance in hell out current 
situation would let us help them.” 

“We could have tried!” Steven shouted, taking Atana’s side. 
Hunter would have none of it. “You think the ortari would let a rescue ship land? And 

even then, just how do you suggest we evac over a thousand more people? So we decided 
we weren’t going to bother anyone with something they couldn’t do anything about. All it 
would do is be a distraction.” 

Atana snarled. “If either of you ever do something like this again…” 
“Oh you’ll do what?” Lewis was fed up with her righteous indignation, like they had 

wanted to be in this situation. 
“Enough!” M’yara cut in, and she pushed herself between Lewis and Atana. “What’s 

done is done, now I suggest we try to actually save the people we already have.” 
Lewis tried to calm down. Really, he didn’t have a reason to be angry at Atana. 

“You’re right. Challenger boarding is finished, I think we’ve done everything we can do 
from here. We should clear out before a party finds us.” 

“Ok people.” Hunter said. “We’ve got to move ou-” 
The bang was as sudden as it was loud. 
Somehow that one clap was louder then the entire symphony of thunder that 

followed. A cascade of gunshots erupted from across the room, but Lewis didn’t care. All 
he saw was Hunter looking down at the newly formed hole in his chest, and the 
expression of detached surprise that crossed his face. 

Then he fell. 
Lewis ran forward and pulled him behind a console as the others opened fire with 

everything they had, trying their hardest to annihilate the attacking invaders that were 
now entering the far side of the room. Hunter faded back into consciousness and gave a 
weak smile. 

“I don’t think that was on stun.” 
Lewis looked at the wounded and did his best to sound reassuring. “Doesn’t look to 

bad, I’m sure that lytaran can get you patched up.” 
“Why do people always say things like that?” Lewis didn’t even bother telling him not 

to speak, some part of him knew it wouldn’t matter. “I got shot in the back and I’m 
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bleeding out my front. Even you should know that’s not a good sign.” 
He coughed uncontrollably for a moment. There was blood in his mouth. “Tell Rich 

I’m gonna have to cancel on that surprise party.” 
“No, no don’t do this. We still need you.” Lewis tried with all his heart not to accept 

what he knew was coming. 
“Yeah, you probably do.” Modesty had never been Hunter’s strong point. “But that 

won’t change anything. For your sake, I’m sorry it has to be you. But for theirs, I can’t 
think of anyone better.” 

“What are you talking about?” Lewis didn’t understand, and he didn’t want to. All 
that mattered was the fact that he was about to loose both a friend and a Captain, and he 
could do nothing to save either. 

Hunter coughed again, his voice even weaker then before, and called out to the 
computer. “Computer, begin vocal sequence. Transfer Challenger command codes to 
Commander Reyes. Authorization Hunter, Lee. Pi delta delta alpha epsilon. Twenty-
three, nine, five, eight, four, two.” 

The computer was silent for a moment as it processed, then beeped in completion. 
Hunter reach up and put his hand on the back of Lewis’s head, pulling him closer. His 
voice was very faint. 

“Ge… ge…” He tried, but couldn’t find the breath to carry his words. His eyes looked 
more afraid then Lewis had ever seen them. “Get them…” He managed. 

And then he was gone. 
For an immeasurable amount of time Lewis just sat there. Then, he slowly stood up 

and let the anger take over. Let himself be consumed by it until all conscious though was 
erased by the fury. He was done, done with everything. In one swift motion he stood up, 
drew his gun and faced the surviving assailants, letting out a terrifyingly primal scream 
of pure rage. Three shots, three kills. 

He stayed in that exact pose, breathing slowly, no thought in his head. He still 
pointed his gun at where the aliens had once stood but now lay unmoving on the 
bleeding backs of their fallen comrades. M’yara walked up to him slowly, and gently 
pushed his arm down to his side as she spoke. 

“Lewis, I am so sorry. But we have to leave.” 
His mind reactivated, the trance broken. He turned to look at her, and he saw her 

eyes carried the same anger his did. They both needed something to hit, now he had a 
target. 

Slowly he walked away without a word, expecting the others to follow behind, still 
with only one thought in his head. No more games, no more distractions. 

There was only him, and as much pain as he could cause those bastards. 
 

(25) 
 

Challenger’s entryway was just as turbulent as the hall outside the flight deck had 
been. It was an extraordinary chaos though, unique to all the kinds they had experienced 
that day. Though some filed past like walking corpses, most of the people were imbued 
with a strange energy as they struggled to make their way onboard. For the first time 
since the attack, they had hope. And as wonderful as that was it also made them more 
scared then they had ever been before. They were afraid their hope would be taken away 
again. 

Lewis waded in followed by the others to find Ctal waiting for them, and he sounded 
relieved to see them. 

“Boss, there you are! We’ve been waiting for you. Shit is going down right now. Some 
new contact just jumped in, definitely ortari, but it’s big. Bigger then anything I’ve ever 
seen before.” 

“Where are the others?” Lewis asked, trying to stay on his feet as someone in a hurry 
pushed past him. Maybe this wasn’t the best place for a conversation. 

“Sulok is still in sickbay patching up whoever he can, Tennant is down in engineering 
finalizing the reactor sequence, and Freeman is up on helm.” 

Lewis needed an extra moment to process the last statement. “Wait, she’s where?” 
“We needed a pilot and Sulok said she was good. Apparently she was his getaway 

driver for a while.” Ctal gave the malcoth equivalent of a shrug. 
“Fine. We don’t have time to find anyone else anyways.” Lewis waved it off, they had 

more important things to worry about. 
Ctal started looking at the group as though just noticing something. “Hey, um, 

where’s the Captain?” 
Lewis didn’t pause at all with his answer, and his voice sunk to a level of anger that 

sounded totally emotionless. “The Captain is dead. He gave me the codes.” 
“Oh my god…” Ctal stopped for a moment, reeling from the news. Eventually he 

found his voice again. “We don’t have time to be sad right now, but if we get out of this 
we’ll throw back a few drinks in his name, yeah?” 

“When.” Lewis corrected him, pleased to find he didn’t doubt it in the least. “When 
we get out.” 

“Yeah, you just might be right about that. I’ve got to get back to engineering.” He held 
out his hand, which Lewis shook. “Hope I see you again Boss.” 

Lewis smiled, his pain diminishing. “So do I. Good luck.” 
Ctal started to walk away, but stopped and looked back. “Hey, about Geller. I’m sorry, 

about what I said, I mean. It wasn’t your fault.” 
The emotionless tone in his voice broke slightly, letting out only a tiny portion of the 

pain he still felt. “No, it was. Don’t kid yourself.” 
Ctal just nodded once, and disappeared into the mass. 
Lewis turned back to M’yara and Steven. “Ok, now you two go find somewhere to 

settle in-” 
“No way.” 
Lewis groaned. Just what they needed. “Come on M’yara, I don’t have time to get into 

this with you again.” 
But she was too determined to back down this time. “I’m not sitting on the sidelines 

again, while you go it alone again. You need me at Tactical and you know it.” 
Lewis literally couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Excuse me? Tactical? You’ve got 

to be kidding.” 
Atana tried to interject some less heated words into the mix. “You have no experience 

in an act like this, you have not been trained.” 
“I’ve been training for years, and he knows it.” She said to her, before rounding back 

on Lewis. “Who would you honestly rather have at that station? Some random, scared 
ensign you’ve never met before? Or someone you know and trust who is more then 
capable?” 

“Oh…” He thought hard, his practicality overrunning the last defenses of his better 
judgment. He spoke in a rush, getting it out before he changed his mind. “Your mother 
will kill me. Fine, you’re on Tactical. Steven, I want you on Ops, got it?” 

Steven looked up from where he had been standing, surprised to have been included 
in the verdict. “Oh, I’m not arguing with that!” 

Atana shook her head, beyond unconvinced. “I do not believe this. We cannot 
actually-” 

But Lewis cut her off. “Right now I need people I know can get the job done. Outside 
the comfort zone, remember? And she’s right, they do know their stuff.” 

The hall shook suddenly as something impacted the hull. Lewis didn’t wait for Atana 
to respond. “Out of time. You all have you orders, let’s do this.” 
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The bridge was just as incomplete as the rest of the ship, full of open access panels 
and incomplete wiring. It was long and narrow, very unlike the open majestic starship 
bridges that had once dominated popular fiction. Like all other UESA design, it was built 
around maximization of space. 

There were workstations set into the walls tied into systems like Tactical or Ops. At 
the fore end was Helm, encircled on the front by a large half-sphere screen that gave the 
pilot an extensive view of the surrounding space. Roughly in the middle a horizontal 
screen was laid out like a table, displaying anything from ship’s status to star charts. 
There was no designated ‘Captain’s chair’, as he and the EXO generally just stood near 
the screen. 

Lewis emerged from the elevator at the aft end, followed by the others who quickly 
took their posts. The first thing he noticed was the bridge had less then half the staff it 
was supposed to. He suddenly didn’t feel quite so bad about his decision to include 
M’yara and Steven. 

“What’s the Marathon’s status?” He called out to anyone that would answer as he 
started punching in the command codes to unlock the primary systems, waking up the 
sleeping beast. 

Steven had only just turned on his station and already had the information ready and 
waiting. “Still in play. They’re drawing the enemy’s fire for now, we should be able to get 
the convoy out with minimal casualties.” 

“That’s always good to hear. Armor up!” 
“Armor plating up!” M’yara responded as she issued the command to energize the 

accrecite. 
“The fleet has alerted us that they are prepared to leave.” Atana said, checking a 

received message. 
“Tell them to trail us close. Helm?” He checked in with Freeman as she booted up her 

screen. 
“Ready to rock!” She said, visibly excited in spite of the danger. In fact, she seemed 

like the kind of person who thrived on it. 
“I’ve gotta say, I don’t know how I feel about letting a convicted felon behind the 

wheel.” Of all the many things that could go wrong with what they were about to attempt, 
she was the one he had the least confidence in. 

“You know what I was arrested for?” She asked, a smirk growing on her face. 
“Smuggling. I would have been nabbed a year earlier but I kept out-flying everyone they 
sent to bring me in.” 

“We do not have the time here.” Atana interrupted. “Take us out, two MPS.” 
Everyone felt the deck beneath their feet rumble, then lurch suddenly as the clamps 

disengaged. They were moving. The massive cylindrical ship pulled out of dock at 
roughly six feet per second. 

Lewis called to Steven. “Send a text message to their lead ship and route it through 
the Marathon so we don’t draw attention to ourselves.” 

He typed a few things into his console. “Ready and waiting. What do you want to 
say?” 

“Last chance. Call it off.” 
There was a pause as Steven typed. “Done.” 
Atana looked curious. “Do you really believe that will work?” 
“Nope.” Lewis could feel himself grinning now. He didn’t know why he was suddenly 

so sure they were going to win, but it was a good feeling. “But after we kick their asses 
back to wherever they came from, I want to be able to say we gave them the chance to 
save themselves.” 

Steven’s station beeped. “Incoming message. It’s Marathon.” 
“Open a channel.” Atana ordered. 
Croshaw came on the line. The reception was terrible. “This is Marathon requesting 

Challenger Actual.” 
“This is-” Lewis stopped and exchanged a glance with Atana. Technically they didn’t 

know who was in command yet, but this wasn’t the time to figure it out. “This is 
Commander Reyes. What’s going on Croshaw?” 

“We’re almost out of ammo, our SLATE lens is cracked and our armor is almost 
gone. We can’t keep this up.” 

“Understood.” Atana said as she shot another look at Lewis. He nodded agreement, 
he knew what she was planning and it was the only thing they could do. “You escort the 
convoy, we will give you cover.” 

“Thanks for the offer, but in the state you guys are in there’s no way you’d make it 
out of here.” 

“We are aware of that.” 
The bridge fell silent. 
“I… that’s… thanks.” Was all Croshaw managed. “Marathon out.” 
Freeman turned around in her chair. “You can’t be serious. We have a hundred 

people on board, you can’t just-” 
Lewis sincerely hoped this would be the last time he’d have to argue with one of his 

subordinates that day. “It’s about getting as many people out as we can. A hundred in 
here, eight-hundred out there. These are the kinds of calls we have to make.” 

“And what if I refuse to accept that?” 
“Then that’s your own damn problem. Your opinions have been noted, now either get 

to work or get out.” He didn’t wait for a reply. “Set Condition One throughout the ship. 
M’yara?” 

“Tactical’s a mess.” She replied, franticly trying to run repairs. “I have main guns, 
torpedoes and rays will take longer.” 

“How are we on ammo?” 
There was a pause as she pulled up the numbers. “Fully stocked as of yesterday 

morning. God we’re lucky, guess things are starting to turn around for us. Set up an open 
channel to engineering.” 

An alert sounded at her station before she could get through to engineering, and she 
read it out to the others. “Three fighters closing fast.” 

The agile ring-ships literally flew circles around the Challenger, sinking their 
projectile fangs in wherever they could get a shot. 

“Throw everything we’ve got at them. Helm, take evasivs’ but don’t fly through the 
center of any of them.” Lewis warned her. “That would be bad.” 

“Good to know.” Eliza said through clenched teeth as she struggled with the controls. 
A series of explosions rocked the ship, painfully jamming Lewis into the table. “What 

part of evasivs’ did you not understand?” 
“Slipspace maneuvering is still offline. I’m doing the best I can here, but you can get 

out and push if you want!” 
“Hold on a second.” Tennant said over the newly opened com channel. “I’ve almost 

got them back. Just need to reconfigure this… got ‘em! Helm we are good to go!” 
Freeman grinned. “Then let’s see what she can do.” 
She momentarily flared the engines to give a boost to their forward momentum, then 

hit the thrusters and swung the ship around to face the fighters without changing course. 
As they flew backwards M’yara opened up on them with everything she had online. An 
array of mass-drivers and magnetic accelerator cannons fired a barrage of twelve-inch-
wide, eighteen-inch-long projectiles of dense metal scrounged from Terrelena Two at 
three kilometers per second, imbuing them with enough force to impact with the 
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equivalent of their own weight in TNT. Even with their incredibly strong hull 
composition the relatively small fighters were shredded under the onslaught. 

“Got ‘em!” M’yara cheered. “Mr. Tennant, what can you do about the rays and 
torpedoes?” 

“M’yara? What the hell are you doing?” 
“She’s on Tactical, Rich.” Lewis interjected. For a moment he had forgotten he didn’t 

know. “Just roll with it.” 
“Alright then, I’ll see what I can do. Starting to reroute to backups, bypassing non-

essentials and giving everything we’ve got to Tactical. There, that’s as hot as I can 
stoke the fire. Rest is up to you.” 

“Thanks for the help.” She said. “Decoding the auto-lockout on the launchers… got it! 
Everything is ready to fire! We’ve got a good load on Thumpers, but the Nausicaas 
haven’t been equipped yet.” 

“Awesome. Don’t waste any on the little guys, save them for the heavy hitters.” He 
said as he walked over to Steven’s station. “So, what do you have on the big one?” 

On the tactical display of the battlefield, the massive ship Ctal had mentioned 
dominated over friend and foe alike. Lewis would have loved more then anything to talk 
to the people that built it, and a tiny part of him was sad that they were going to try and 
blow it up. 

Steven was reading incoming reports as he spoke, all while studying a visual scan. 
“Not much. Just like the others we can’t scan through the hull, same configuration. 
There are some kind of power emitters lining the inside of the ring though, definitely 
strong enough to vaporize anything that got in the way.Just like what happened to the 
Advent. But I’ve never seen a structure that big before. It almost looks big enough to 
cover… the entire…” 

It was clear to Lewis that he had been joking when he started that sentence, but the 
inadvertent truth of it came crashing down around them so hard Steven didn’t need to 
finish it. Lewis did anyways. 

“…Planet.” 
Atana stared at him, incredulous. “You don’t mean…?” 
He didn’t entirely believe it himself, but he could think of no other reason for it’s 

scale. “It’s going to destroy Terrelena Two, completely.” 
Steven looked like he was having a hard time convincing himself. “Is that even 

possible?” 
“Does not matter. Advance!” Atana yelled to Eliza. “Advance on the large ring!” 
“Going down!” She called back as she changed course. 
At once Lewis could feel a familiar shifting sensation in the pit of his stomach as the 

inertial dampeners struggled to adjust for the change in direction. This was followed by 
an uneven rattling in the deck plating that told him they were running into perimeter fire. 
They had just entered the super-ring’s killzone. 

“Can you bring us any closer to the surface of the ring?” Atana asked. “They may not 
want to use such heavy fire so near their own ship.” 

“I’ll see what I can do.” Freeman said as she concentrated on controlling the complex 
devices that allowed them to manipulate slipspace fields with such precision. 

The ship did an awkward but effective roll to skirt the edge of a large explosion and 
pulled out of a steep dive just in time to run flat against the vast curve of the planet sized 
ring. Atana looked at the Helm-screen and recoiled at the sight of the hull racing past at 
such a high speed. 

“Not that close!” 
“Stay on target, stay on target!” Lewis laughed, taking full advantage of his ability to 

say that in context. 
Atana gave him a funny look, and he shrugged. “Nothing.” 

Steven called out excitedly. “The convoy has left the building. I repeat, the convoy has 
left the building! Doesn’t look like they’re being followed.” 

“Perfect! Now we just have to take care of this thing.” Lewis stared at the super-ring. 
“Open fire!” 

Challenger swung around so that the narrow trench on the bottom of the ship faced 
the ring. Since nothing could be placed inside the large accrecite shells on either side of 
the ship without compromising their integrity, all the weapons were crammed into the 
two trenches on the top and bottom of the ship and the flat, exposed front. 

Their rounds impacted the hull in a series of small explosions while the SLATE 
system, or Strategic Laser Array for Tactical Engagements, an acronym Lewis had always 
hated, charged. Soon it was ready, and it fired three high-energy laser beams that 
pounded into the enemy in pulses that alternated hundreds of times a second. 

M’yara studied the feedback. “Minimal damage, we’re gonna need something a hell of 
a lot stronger to take this thing out!” 

Lewis thought the problem over hard. “The only thing we have that packs a bigger 
punch is…” 

And suddenly there it was. There, sitting in his mental ‘In’ tray was exactly the kind 
of brilliantly suicidal idea he was looking for. He looked around at everyone on the 
bridge and smiled. 

“Hang on guys, I’ve got a plan. Rich, prepare to overload the main reactor.” 
There was a moment of stunned silence as everyone present independent tried to 

work out whether or not they had heard him correctly. Finally Atana spoke. 
“You are not serious, correct?” 
“Atana I really don’t have time to debate this.” He said as he ran to Steven’s station. 

“Steven, locate the ring’s main reactor and patch those coordinates through to Helm. 
Freeman-” 

But Eliza’s shout cut him off. “Everybody hold on!” 
Freeman executed a down-thrust and roll in rapid succession, guiding the ship 

through an opening in the surface of the ring and pulling it out the other end to fly along 
the inner side. 

“Sorry, had to shake some guys. You were saying?” She asked. 
M’yara spoke before Lewis could resume. “I had no idea a ship could pull a move like 

that!” 
“According to the owner’s manual, it can’t.” Freeman said over her shoulder, then 

turned to hear what Lewis had to say. 
“Once you have the coordinates pull away from the hull to a distance of about five 

seconds at full speed, then set a collision course and punch it. Think you can make the 
dodge?” 

“We’ll just have to wait and see, won’t we?” She grinned mischievously. 
Tennant came back on, sounding more then apprehensive. “Core is ready to blow. 

Please tell me you’re not about to do what I think you’re gonna do.” 
“Honestly, I probably am. Eject on my mark.” 
Atana grabbed his arm. “Do you really expect this to succeed?” 
He stared unflinchingly into her eyes, and he realized that quite literally everything 

came down to her choice. They had no plan B. “Atana, this is one of those times when 
you just have to trust me.” 

“Coordinates locked in!” Steven said. 
She looked between him and the ring flying past outside, precious seconds ticking 

away. 
“Course set!” Freeman informed them. 
“Your call.” He hadn’t looked away yet. 
Atana bit her lip, the indecision weighing down on her until at last she answered. 
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“Do it.” 
The ship pulled up, looping around backwards like a massive rollercoaster until it 

was pointed directly at the ortari ship. Freeman put her foot down and the several 
thousand ton mass shot forward like a runaway freight-train. Every single person on the 
bridge gripped whatever they could hold on too tighter and tighter as the distance 
between the two ships evaporated. The hull grew larger and larger on the screen, 
looming over them all. Lewis waited, searching for just the right moment, watching it 
draw closer. 

Closer… 
Closer… 
“Now!” 
The massive ship turned parallel to the oncoming wall and at the last moment rolled 

to slide over the top unscathed. 
“Core is away!” Tennant yelled. 
It took only a second longer to impact the ring’s main reactor chamber. The explosion 

was spectacular, a ball of pure white light bright as a solar flare. As it faded it left a clean 
cut, perfectly round hole burnt through the ship. And extending out from it the fires and 
overloads spread, blowing the ring apart from the inside. Chunks as long as continents 
flew through space, and Eliza skillfully weaved them around the large and small pieces of 
the debris field. The unprepared ring-ships were not so lucky, and the fires rained down 
upon them, tearing them to shreds. 

The cloud of shrapnel continued to spread, until it reached Cairo Station. Lewis 
watched in silence as his home for the past six years was blown to pieces. He would truly 
miss it, but the sight of all the little bits dancing around each other was almost beautiful. 

His mind drifted to all the people who hadn’t made it off. It was a hell of a resting 
place, he thought as he watched the explosions of metal shards. At least they’re going out 
in style. Slowly, and with great care he gave a firm salute to the wreckage as it started 
drifting down towards the surface of Terrelena Two. 

It wasn’t exactly what he would call a victory, but the battle was over. 
 

(27) 
 

Lewis stood some ten minutes later in the Captain’s Office. There was a knock on the 
door that led in from the bridge, and Atana stepped in. 

“It appears that all the ships made it away intact. We have minimal casualties here, 
less then I assumed. The ortari have retreated, but I believe we both know… what is the 
human expression? ‘They’ll be back?’” 

Lewis had to laugh at that, and Atana looked confused. “Sorry, it’s only funny if you 
know the guy who first said that. Anyways, now what?” 

She sounded like the answer was obvious. “We need to get out of this place while we 
are able.” 

Lewis shook his head. The threat had past and he wasn’t about to leave anyone else 
behind. “I think we should stay, look for survivors. We don’t know if they polished off the 
colony completely. We have shuttles onboard that can land.” 

Atana sighed as he looked at her, taking in her dust filled hair, the grim that clung to 
the sweat on her face, and the way none of that took away from the light of truth in her 
eyes. 

“You were correct back there, it is necessary to save as many as we can. If we stay we 
are only endangering everyone. We have to go, we have to get these people back to Earth. 
We almost did not make it out of that battle, and when they return we are out of 
reactors.” 

He stood there in silence for a second or two before a sheepish grin broke out on his 

face. “Yeah, I did sort of screw us with that one, didn’t I?” 
“You saved us, that is what matters.” She smiled too. 
He sat down heavily, his legs aching from the long day. “Maybe, but sub-lighting it 

back to Earth is gonna be one hell of a long drive.” 
Atana yawned and stretched, looking as sore as he felt. “Well, I believe my day is 

complete.” 
“Same here, in a bit.” He checked the time. “Whoa, it’s already 1:20. You know, it’s 

strange. If none of this had happened I would have gone back on duty for a while, had 
dinner, gotten maybe an hour of playing Suppression in afterwards, gone over some 
reports from last week, and I’d just now be going to bed anyways.” 

Atana gave a tired smile. “Some things do not change.” 
“But it’s amazing how many other things do.” He looked up at her, thankful for all her 

help. For a second he wondered if he should say something, some expression of gratitude, 
but one look in her eyes told him he didn’t have to. It was just their job now. 

Atana was halfway out the door before she turned around one last time. “Hey, you 
did good today.” 

And she was off. 
Lewis just sat there, lost in thoughts that didn’t have shape or meaning. He didn’t 

notice the strange man from the hallway materialize behind him. 
The man spoke, crisp words that cut the silence so effectively you could almost hear 

the shards of it breaking. “And so the sun sets on a historic day.” 
“Whoa!” Lewis leapt from his chair and almost turned all the way around in mid air. 

“Holy shit, you scared the hell out of me.” 
“So I gathered.” 
“Listen, how did you know what was going to happen?” Lewis asked, before 

something clicked inside his head. “Wait, you’re a Time Agent, aren’t you?” 
“I am, in a manner of speaking. I’ve worked with them before, and against them. I 

feel I should warn you that you will not always be able to rely on me for information. 
These are uncharted waters that you tread, I know only bits and pieces. You may call 
me Arrow.” 

Lewis was still confused, but he liked having a name to attach. “Ok, Arrow, if you’re 
from the future how can you not know what’s going to happen? It should have already 
happened for you, right?” 

Arrow smirked. “Time changes more easily then most would like to believe. More 
and more the course of history is being interfered with, transformed.” 

“By who?” 
“You know the Many Worlds theory of temporal mechanics? What does it state?” 
“That every possible outcome of an even happens simultaneously, but in different 

alternate timelines.” Lewis rattled off the description as though from a text book, which 
in fact it was from. After the discovery of the Time Agents elementary temporal theory 
had become a required class at the Academy. 

“Which means that there are billions of different alternate futures out there, billions 
of billions. It is a little known fact, but the actual goal of the Time Agents is not to undo 
changes in the past, but to prevent any incursions that might undermine their own 
history. Think about it, all those parallel versions of the Agency, all fighting for the 
right to exist.” 

Lewis was stunned. He had never even considered that before. “A temporal civil 
war?” 

Arrow nodded. “If you like. But a civil war that does not pit brother against brother, 
but men against alternate versions of themselves. I seek to end this war.” 

“And that’s… brought you here?” 
“None of this was supposed to happen. We are riding the shockwaves of a massive 
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series of incursions, beginning with engineering the niran campaign against 
humanity.” 

Lewis stood up and started pacing, trying to take it all in. “So what does all this have 
to do with us, with me? I have to be involved somehow or you wouldn’t be talking to me? 
Why are you where?” 

“I am here to give you two warnings.” He spoke very gravely, and Lewis found 
himself nervous to hear what he had to say. “First, time may be fluctuating, but I can tell 
the worst is yet to come. This is only the start of something that will have further 
reaching implications then you can now imagine.” 

“…And second?” 
“There is someone on board who is very important. They will at times be your 

greatest asset, and your greatest liability. Whatever it is you choose to do, be careful. 
Always be careful.” 

 
(28) 

 
And far below, several decks down, the woman with no memory woke with a start. 

There it was, that one piece of information sitting in her brain like it had never left. She 
knew her name. 

Lyada. 
Pain. Incomprehensible pain. She grabbed her head as it subsided, and through the 

fog of her mind, another fact immerged. There was someone on board who couldn’t be 
trusted. 

 
(29) 

 
“I will try to help in what ways I can.” Arrow reassured Lewis. “You can trust me.” 
“You won’t be terribly offended if I don’t take that at face value, right?” He asked 

cautiously. 
“On the contrary, don’t put your trust in anyone fully. There are still many cards 

left to be played here, and very few of them are good.” 
There was a pause for a moment as Arrow thought. Lewis couldn’t tell if he was trying 

to put pieces together or just think of the right way to explain something. At last he 
shared his thoughts. 

“Did you ever find it convenient?” 
“What?” After everything he had been through that night, convenient was not a word 

he would have used. 
“The coincidence of it all. Off all the people Sulok could have captured, he takes 

M’yara, then circumstances force you to rely on him as a medic. An accidental chain 
blast prevents the ortari from jumping in within range of destroying you all 
immediately, creating the chance for survival. You find you don’t have enough room to 
evacuate everyone, and there is the Challenger ready and waiting.” He paused for the 
smallest of instants as though to give extra weight to the last entry on his list. “Hunter is 
killed, and so he gives you the codes.” 

A wave of something that could have both been wonder and terror crashed over 
Lewis. “Are you saying… it was arranged?” 

Arrow gave a simple, single nod. 
“Did you make all of that happen?” 
“Not all of it, which means one of two things. Either there are higher powers at 

work here, or you are very, very lucky.” 
“But you did cause certain things?” 

“Correct.” 
There was a trace of anger in his words now, deep and bitter. “Were you responsible 

for his death?” 
“I am responsible for many things.” 
“You didn’t answer my question.” 
Arrow gave a smile that showed it was not an area he had much experience in. “How 

about that? We will talk again.” 
“Is that a promise or a threat?” 
The horrid smile hadn’t faded yet. “I like to leave things open to interpretation.” 
And then he simply wasn’t. 
The disappearance startled Lewis for a moment, but he quickly recovered. Once more 

he was alone with his thoughts, and now those thoughts were even more confused then 
they had been. He walked over to the fake window that hung on the wall and resumed 
staring out of it, remembering how Hunter used to like to take in the simulated view of 
the stars. He must have requested it be installed. 

“You could’ve gotten us through this, sir. You could’a snapped your fingers and made 
it all work.” 

And suddenly, out of nowhere, he was fine. 
There would be time to grieve, time to vent later. But for now, just right now he knew 

they were going to be ok. Pure, brilliant determination flowed through him. 
Determination not just to win. Not just to destroy their foes. Not just to survive. But 
determination to save. 

He was going to save every last one of these people, that was it. There was no say in 
the matter. 

He walked up to the door to the bridge, and stopped. He stood there for a moment, 
thinking about everything that had already happened. A lifetime’s worth of horror on top 
of a lifetime’s worth of horror. He thought about the road ahead, where they could be 
going, and what they might find when they got there. Arrow had said things would get 
worse, and at that moment he almost couldn’t image how that was possible. But he 
already knew his mysterious benefactor was right about one thing: they were standing on 
the threshold of something much larger, and there was a very real chance nothing would 
ever be the same again. 

He pushed the door open and looked at all the people still sitting at the posts they 
were already coming to recognize as theirs, waiting patiently for a second shift to be 
organized to take their place. They wouldn’t accept giving up either. 

He looked out at the survivors, some old, some new. It didn’t matter what they had 
been before, they were all in the same boat now. They would need to be trained and 
organized, but the drive was already there. The will to succeed. Even just standing there 
he could feel, smoldering in the tired ashes of pain and suffering, the embers of 
dedication and fire and spirit. 

And he smiled. 


