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1st Babylon 5 RPG story: Adventure 1, Chap 2.



The Brakiri lieutenant, panting as he ran to the commanding officer, saluted while saying, “Sir? The base has been secured. We can confirm over seventy five of the pirates dead, none wounded.”


“No prisoners, then?” the officer asked from the shelter of his Command ship’s wings.


“None sir,” the young officer replied.

“Pity. Our casualties?” the senior officer asked.



“Minimal. Thirteen dead, twenty five wounded. Some of the wounded were hit when booby-traps were accidentally set off.”

“Well, we’ve achieved our main objectives, the Aragorn pirates are no more. Has Karnak’s body been found?”


“We can’t confirm that, sir,” the young officer replied, a nervousness edging into his voice. “Although we can say with certainty, that we got all the command staff. We can’t really identify more than a few so far, however,” he added.


“I see. What about the data banks?” the older officer grumbled, his scaly skin starting to ripple with tension.


“They’ve not been accessed. When the control center was stormed, well… there was a lot of damage sir. Some of the Drazi commando units were a little more zealous in their attacks than expected. Sir,” he added hastily.


“Understood,” the senior attack officer was growing impatient. “I want every personal comp pad, data disk and crystal rounded up and handed to our intelligence officers. No one is allowed to loot anything.” Moisture began to glisten at his temples and he hated perspiring. This too fueled his annoyance.


“Yes, sir,” replied the young officer, gulping. He feared where this was going.


“Until our intelligence teams have gleaned every scrap of data, we’re going to sit here until we know everything. I want to know all of Karnak’s contacts,” the older Brakiri said, his temper rising with each word. Standing now he boomed, “I want to know about every raid he ever conducted! I want to know everything he’s done for the last 12 years! I want to know what he had for breakfast last month! Now go!”


The lieutenant hastily saluted, then fled back towards the hangar entrance. The senior officer paced back and forth under the wing’s relatively cool shade for several moments, trying to steady his nerves.

His moment of recaptured serenity was short-lived however, as he and several others nearby suddenly jumped, startled by the sound of shifting sand and a loud roar erupting from the dune hills about fifty meters past the tarmac, just beyond the wrecked freighter, opposite the bunker entrance. There was a loud whooshing noise, and many of the multi-planetary troops would later swear afterwards that they saw a shape, boxy like a small shuttle or ship of some kind, slightly outlined by the rapidly falling sand. What corroborated their statements were the souvenirs of molten glass later recovered from the area. No other trace of the mystery ‘ship’ could be found though and none of the vessels in space overhead noticed anything on their sensors.

The Commander gulped nervously as he stepped closer to the source of the disturbance. From just past the rise beyond the small dune, he thought he heard a noise, like a large metal door closing, but he couldn’t be sure. He also thought he heard a slight scream, almost as if in his mind, but it was over almost before it began. Vague memories from his history lessons when he was child, about a war his people fought amongst the stars over a thousand years ago, flitted tantalizingly through his memory. He was sweating now and the wind blown sand was now collecting on his skin. Under the hot sun, he shivered. For just an instant, he was a twelve year old Brakiri lad, sitting with rapt attention in his history class, hearing about a conflict that spanned that stars: the first Shadow war.

* * * * *

Clearing customs, Talon strode into the Babylon 5 waiting lounge, taking up a seat that allowed him a view of both the station entrance and the other dockside portals. After several days in hyperspace travel he was glad to be out of the confines of his small ship. He was also glad to be back in his Religious Caste robes. Now if he could just get this last bit of business over with, he could take a look around the marvel of this Station. What little of it that he had seen so far, both inside and out, reminded him of the pictures he had seen of another space station from long ago. Strange how similar the designs were and yet the histories of the two stations were almost a thousand years apart. He was greatly intrigued by the mystery.

Talon was not sitting there long though, for within a few minutes, a tall willowy Minbari, also of the Religious Caste, came into the lounge. Talon was already on his feet, heading towards the young attaché, calling out, “La’thon?”

A large smile spread across La’thon’s long visage as she recognized both the voice and face of her old acquaintance. “Talon,” she replied warmly as they both bowed, saluting in the Religious caste fashion. “It is good to see you.”

“And you.” Genuinely pleased to see a familiar face, Talon realized it had been over seven years since he had last seen the younger Minbari. That was back when the first delegation to formalize the peace with Earth was initiated. A slow grin crossed Talon’s face from all the memories of that mission.

As they headed towards the Zocalo, Talon asked, “When did you arrive here?” 

“…About a month ago, to help preparations for the Embassy. As you know, Delenn will be taking charge of the Embassy in the next month or so. Well before the Vorlon ambassador arrives.” Lowering her voice, La’thon added, “Satai Delenn is already here waiting for you. I’m taking you to her.”

Quietly, Talon replied, “Good.” More normally he asked, “How are the preparations coming?”

“Slowly,” she sighed. “Taking into consideration the four other main worlds, Centauri, Earth, Narns and eventually the Vorlons, we also have to be prepared to deal with the almost 50 other members from the League itself. Language crystals, cultural protocols, high holy holidays, the list is endless.” Then with a mischievous grin she added, “But I tell you it’s a far cry from Temple work.”

Chuckling, Talon replied, “I can’t believe you were interred there for all those years. I thought for sure with all of your experiences with other races you would have wound up posted to an embassy long ago?”

Smiling slightly, La’thon said, “After we left Earth with the peace agreement, I found that I no longer wished to deal with any other races. Those haggard, beaten looks in the Human’s eyes; I still remember the meetings,” she said solemnly. “Oh there were some haughty looks among some, some false pride and bravado, but they knew we had beaten them. Without almost any setback, we beat them, and the haunted looks in their eyes when facing us… I needed peace and quiet to still my troubled spirit. And yet now, despite it all, despite the fact that they were almost annihilated, these Humans do this,” she added, gesturing at the station around them. “They are worthy people and the few that I have gotten to know since arriving… well… I am glad the Grey Council decided to halt the slaughter.”

As am I, Talon thought to himself. 

During La’thon’s recitation, Talon studied his surroundings closely, his keen warriors mind noting passages and exits. He also noted that while there weren’t a lot of people, the many different races already present were quite impressive and almost innumerable. You did have to give the Humans ‘credit’ Talon thought, fore despite the more recent setbacks, the Babylon project still went forward. 

La’thon sighed, continuing as they entered a lift, “It is good to be back in the galaxy. I regained myself, and now I am prepared to do service again for our people.” With a slight impish grin, she added, “However, no one said that I couldn’t enjoy myself. There is a poker game down in Brown sector tonight. Would you like to join in? As I recall, you became a fair hand at it.”

Chuckling as they stepped out into Green sector, the ambassadorial wing, Talon said, “Yes. It has been a while since I plucked a few feathers, as the Earthers say.”

“Oh now, don’t be too sure of yourself. The group is made up of some veteran card players. Ambassador Mollari of the Centauri is a particularly good poker player.”

“We shall see,” said Talon as they stopped in front of a door. La’Thon hit the buzzer.

The door opened, and the pair walked into Delenn’s residence. Many boxes were scattered around the large room, signs of unpacking evident.

As the door shut, both Talon and La’thon bowed to Delenn. Returning the greeting, Delenn said, “Talon. Your mission was a success?”

“Yes Satai,” Talon confirmed. He reached into his dispatch case and pulled out the fading relic.

Smiling, Delenn said, “Excellent.” Taking the scroll, she glanced around the room for a moment, then spotting a piece of equipment, headed over to the couch. She picked up the device and after checking the settings, ran the scanner portion over the scroll. Her smile slowly vanished, to be replaced by a frown. Breaking the saucer-sized seal, she unrolled the scroll. After a moment’s reading, she repeated the scan. Annoyance bordering on anger now etched in her furrowed brow as she stood up.

“Either you are incompetent, or you have been deceived!” Delenn stormed. “This is nothing but gibberish. And the dating is less than four years old!”

Talon was at a loss to explain what happened. Delenn threw the counterfeit artifact at Talon, but La’thon snatched it out of the air, the scroll vanishing into her voluminous sleeves.

“Now what happened precisely,” Delenn demanded. Talon related the events of his adventures for the last month and half, travelling from planet to planet, until finally the path lead him to Tighron. “So be it,” Delenn declared in a stentorian tone after Talon had finished, “You will go back to Tighron and wherever else you may need to and find the true Scroll of Valen! Now go!”

Without hesitation both Minbari bowed to their leader and quickly left her quarters.

Heading back to the departure lounge, Talon was quite incensed at this turn of events. The mayhem he envisioned inflicting on the old Markab was the only thing keeping him from roaring his anger and frustration. 

As they neared Customs, La’thon said, “I guess poker is out for tonight then?”

“Quite,” Talon replied through clenched teeth. “And another 3 days in hyperspace awaits me. Oh Valen,” he exclaimed. “I thought for sure the old father was dealing honestly with me.”

“Perhaps he didn’t know any better. He is after all, only a Markab. Not the brightest of people in the Universe.”

“True, but I didn’t think he would be ignorant enough to be duplicitous with a Minbari ‘warrior’”, Talon replied, straightening his religious robes with exaggeration.

“Well, you’ll find out won’t you,” La’thon said in a conciliatory tone.

“Oh yes,” Talon said, his voice now iron, his eyes hard and dark, “I most certainly will.”

* * * * *

“Stop pacing Nigel,” Za’Tark demanded.

“It’s all this waiting in this damn cell,” Nigel snapped, “I’m getting sick of it!” 

Della and Za’Tark had heard it all before. For the fifth time in as many days, Nigel was about to go off on another rant. Glancing at their surroundings, Della could well understand Nigel’s indignation. However, everyone’s nerves were worn raw and another argument was the last thing any of them needed… especially Della. The rest of them could only hear the words, but she would be hammered by the emotions that accompanied them. A double whammy, she thought, with all three of their egos in such close proximity.

“So be sick of it,” Za’Tark barked. “Better that than to be dead! You heard the weapons fire over the last few days. Those barbarians are shooting at anything that moves.”

“Yeah? Well unlike these poor bloody peasants, we can shoot back. Can’t we, Della?”

“Don’t look at me, hero-boy. I’m quite content to lay low and keep out of the way.”

“Typical. Is that what Karnak taught you? Lie low? Stay outta the way? Run and hide, while innocents are being slaughtered?”

Now it was Della’s turn to get angry. Before anyone else could react, she was jumping up and going for Nigel’s throat. Za’Tark managed to grab her around the waist, holding her back as Della screamed out, “Stroke off, Kellar! Karnak may not have been the people’s hero, but he was the best at what he did, and he inspired loyalty, not fear! Loyalty! You’re nothing but a low rent wannabe! A pretend smuggler with aspirations of champagne nobility on a lager budget! So don’t you talk to me about staying outta the way! You’ve been hiding out down here with the rest of us just as long. Why haven’t you gone out there and joined in the chaos? There aren’t enough bodies on the deck, you want to add more?”

“Enough you two!” Za’Tark ordered. “There’s been enough blood flowing in the sands out there already. We’ll not be increasing it in here! Settle down!”

Both Della and Nigel glared daggers at each other, but under Za’Tark’s no nonsense visage both backed down. Nigel stalked off to his pallet in the far corner of the basement.

“We’re all tense, but Drex said this morning, the troops looked to be pulling back. They may be gone by tomorrow or maybe even tonight.” With that said, Za’Tark left them both to glance for herself out of the barred and dirty window. She peered passed the curtain looking up at the sidewalk from their sub-basement hideaway.

“Marvelous,” Nigel groused.

In a hushed voice full of danger and menace, Della hissed, “Push me hard enough fly-boy and I’ll scramble your brains like eggs!”

Za’Tark hissed, waving her arm to quiet them, then drew her PPG. Both Della and Nigel brought out their weapons, watching Za’Tark for any warning signs of attack. After a few moments, Za'Tark relaxed. The two Humans also put away their weapons. Za'Tark inwardly smiled to herself. Nothing like a little redirected anxiety to keep the peace, she thought.

Za’Tark then pronounced, “It’s nothing. It was another platoon heading towards the spaceport. If this keeps up, the whole town will be empty of League troops within a few hours.” 

Snorting his derision, Nigel said, “Chance would be a fine thing.”

Shaking her head, Della simply said, “Oh, spare us the sarcasm.”

Doing a fair imitation of Della’s own British accent, Za’Tark said, “I think you both could use a cup of tea,” It had been quite ironic to find out that both humans had their family origins from the same small island on Earth. Though Nigel was born on Mars, his parents had emigrated there from London England, just before he was born. Della herself, as Za’Tark knew, had been born in a town called Oxfordshire, whatever that was.

Judging by the way Della treated Nigel, there seemed to be at once both a playful antagonism, for what Della called Nigel’s ‘ever-so-working-class-accent,’ to outright hostility for some of his ‘broader’ views on politics. While Za’Tark had mostly enjoyed the by-play, she was at times puzzled by the direction it took, for as experienced in the ways of courtship as she was, Za'Tark became quite confused by the human’s strange mating rituals. Certainly the body language indicated there was some attraction between the two of them. However their egos would not budge. Oh bother, thought Za’Tark, either they figure it out or they don’t.

“That would be lovely,” Nigel replied through clenched teeth.

“Yes, quite,” Della commented, with equal rancor.

“Okay,” Za’Tark began slowly, “I’ll just ring room service.” Moving further away from the window, Za’Tark went over to the small galley area and prepped the tea. With her back still to the rest of the room, she barked, “Stop glaring at each other!”

Both Della and Nigel jumped. Za’Tark grinned to herself as she charged the cracked tea pot. 

* * * * *

As morning stretched into afternoon over Gravestown, Nigel moved away from his perch by the curtain; the streets had been quieting down for awhile. Ships could be seen lifting off in the distance from the star-port. Others were landing... specifically civilian ships. It was as if somebody had said “Enough!” and things were almost back to normal. There had been no soldiers seen on the streets for over an hour, unlike the day before when they seemed to be everywhere.

“I don’t…” Della began. She shook her head for a moment then added, “I don’t think there’s even a League ship within a hundred miles, now.”

“Works for me,” Nigel quipped. “Let’s get outta here.”

Just then the door opened unexpectedly. Diving for cover, all three of them again were drawing weapons. 
“Ahh, there you all are,” Drex’gwalla. “Now I have some good news and some bad news.”

“What’s the bad news,” Za'Tark asked.

“Someone murdered Kril’nator a couple of days ago.”

“No?” Za'Tark gasped.

“Yes. We are still keeping our eyes open, but as yet, no leads. But we will find them. Whoever they were?”

The edge in her voice made the hair on the back of Nigel’s neck stand up. It wasn’t the threat of violence though, he was well used to that in his profession, no, there was something else, as if she was holding something back…

“And the good news is?” Della asked.

“As you can tell the main force of troops has left. However, as we surmised there are probably still spies and other agents here. Until we know for sure you can leave here safely, you’ll still need to stay down here for another few days.”

Nigel looked at her as if she’d just pronounced a life sentence for them.

“You are joking?” Za'Tark snapped. Something didn’t smell right to her all of a sudden.

“No, I’m serious. We can not afford to take any risks. You’ll be safe here and that’s final. I would not like to disappoint Kril’nator’s spirit. I will keep you safe. Now we’ll just need a little more money to keep things running smoothly.”

Za'Tark seemed mollified by this but the other two had different thoughts. 

“Oh yes. And now we’ve come to the heart of the matter,” Nigel said nodding in understanding.

“Nigel, I don’t want to tell you to go to your corner for a time out,” Za'Tark patronized. “These people are trying to help us.”

“No,” Della cut in at that, “they’re trying to line their pockets.”

“Aye. So bullocks to you Drex’!” Nigel rejoindered.

“ 'Tark, You don’t need to be a mind reader to smell a setup,” Della put in. Nigel glanced at her oddly at that.

“I’m sorry you feel that way, but we can’t take a chance that our hiding place could be traced back. If you were captured now, it would be the end of what little I have left.”

Having studied the two humans closely in the short by-play Za'Tark had been quite surprised by their change of demeanor towards their hostess. However, after Della’s comments, that was enough for Za'Tark. She waded in grimly, saying, “Careful Drex… what little you have left may come crashing down around you.”

Two large forms hove into view behind the Brakiri female at that. “I trust you aren’t going to make things difficult?” she asked with some menace. Though she was well aware that neither Della nor Nigel had lowered their weapons, she was fairly sure they wouldn’t fire. Well, pretty sure.

Glancing at Nigel, Della became aware that Nigel was about to accelerate things from bad to worse to hell. Without hesitation, Della sent out a mental push on all three of the aliens blocking the door way.

*Sleep*, she mouthed.

Everyone was startled by the thuds of the two large guards behind Drex’gwalla, but it was Nigel being closest, who reacted first. With his gun pointed at Drex’gwalla, Nigel said, “Thank you for the lovely hospitality, but we feel we’ve over stayed our welcome. You do understand don’t you?”

Glancing momentarily behind, Drex’gwalla turned back to speak to them and suddenly found herself slumped over her guards. Della shook herself from the effort then said, “Well, you know my secret.”

Scratching his head, all Nigel could say was, “You probably already know mine so we’re even. We’ll debate the merits of them over a drink later.” Gingerly, Nigel stepped over the slumped forms, shouldering the two rifles as he went. “Thank you, tall and ugly,” he added prying the last one up from a guard’s hard grip.

Za'Tark looked at Della, her many questions demanding answers. Della replied, “They’re not dead, just sleeping.” Following the small human out, Za'Tark paused to quickly scavenged over the guards remaining equipment and Della waited for her. After a few moments, they joined Nigel by the top of the stairs where he pointed they should each take a rifle. He was spread along the wooden stairs in an attempt to both keep his profile low from the doorway and his weight distributed evenly so as to avoid making the steps squeak. Looking down at the two women, he put one finger to his lips. They nodded. He then held up three fingers and showed them walking back and forth. Then Della completely lost the thread of Nigel’s hand gestures. Nigel started again, but Della waved him off then, pointing to her head. She took both their hands and suddenly all three of them could see each other in a way none of them had ever dreamt possible.

*Now Nigel, what are you trying to say?* Della asked telepathically.

Breathing deeply, Nigel quickly got control of himself, and focusing on the problem at hand, mentally said, *The three guards seem to split up and rotate around the central room, but they all shift about through the side hallways. I think I have the pattern down and it’s every sixteen seconds or so.*

*Should we have Della blast them?* Za'Tark tried.

*I need line of sight for that,* Della shook her head. Though she could easily sense the three guards, she could only get a vague grip on their thoughts. More aliens, she thought. Though she was quite familiar with dealing with alien minds, it was only with scanning them. ‘Sending’ to those three downstairs had been hard, but they were close together, and close to her. The guards above, on the other hand, would be impossible even with her high psi strength. No, best not to risk giving the whole show away, she thought.

*One you can do, and that won’t bugger things up when the second one sees the first on the ground. I’ll have already tagged him before he can react. It’s the third one that’ll be tricky.* Della added.

Za'Tark, still holding Della’s hand, carefully edged her way up the stairs. At a nod from Nigel, she took a quick glance out. She saw the back of a large Hyach go out through the far right side.

Ducking back in Za'Tark mentally said, *Okay here’s how we play this. Nigel and I will lead, you follow; you take the first one to appear, then the other and Nigel and I will be in position to tackle number three.* The other two agreed and got in position. 

Throughout their telepathic connection, each of them could see the other’s thoughts and points of view in regards to the plan. As they all let go, a lingering connection was still there; as Nigel mentally counted down, the others did too. On two, Nigel quickly scuttled ahead out of the stairwell on the side of the room. Za'Tark quickly followed veering left while Della halted in the doorway, glancing out at the room, preparing herself.

Nigel was ten paces short when the first guard came back into the room. The Hyach was nearly bowled over by Della’s mental attack and Nigel barely grabbed the guard in time, easing his fall to the ground. As it was he still made a noise. Everyone, including the guards, froze.

“What was that?” asked the taller Hyach guard from the hallway. Nigel slowly crept towards this second guard’s expected exit.

“Don’t know,” replied the Drazi guard. Bringing her rifle up high, Za'Tark stood just beyond the doorway where the third guard was to appear.

“Mig’hal?” the Hyach called out.

“What?” Za'Tark asked in perfect Hyachi, deepening her voice as she did.

“Did you hear something?”

“No. Why?” asked Za'Tark.

“Oh…no reason,” replied the hyach in clear English, powering up his PPG rifle as he stepped in behind Nigel. The guard dropped nerveless a moment later. 

Nigel, glancing behind himself, felt awash in both surprise and dread. Eyeing Della, he mouthed I owe you one.
Smiling, Della telepathically sent back, *Indeed.* Then her features turned serious as she looked towards Za'Tark. Za'Tark caught Nigel’s look, followed where his finger was pointing and stealthily moved towards the next doorway. Nodding at Za'Tark, Nigel quietly cocked his Colt .45, keeping the doorway behind Za'Tark covered.

Canting her head slightly, Za'Tark raised the rifle higher over her head. The drazi jumped in then, and several things happened at once: Nigel, diving, came up in a ready position in the middle of the room as Della sent the “sleep” command and Za'Tark brought her makeshift club down on top of the drazi’s head, shattering the rifle. For several seconds, no one moved. Then the drazi slumped forward, unconscious.
“Come on,” Della whispered. The trio quickly moved towards the front entrance, reaching to open the door. It was locked, electronically. 

“Anyone keen on trying to hack this?” Nigel asked. He banged the thick steel door once with his fist.

Hissing, Za'Tark said, “Let’s try a window.” They ran towards the far side of the building. Della took Za'Tark’s hand, letting her lead the way while she concentrated on the building around them. Nigel swept aside curtains made from a thick material, revealing thick steel bars between them and the broken glass and wood planks. Broken light rays filtered in, revealing dust motes floating in the sudden disruption.

“Great,” Nigel muttered.

Della, letting her senses flow, mentally felt the three unconscious people in the basement, as well as the three up here with them. No one was upstairs, though. That was something at least.

“We’re alone in here,” Della said.

Both Nigel and Za'Tark perked up at that, grinning at each other. Della glared at them both, saying “Typical thieves.”

“Madam you wound us,” Nigel said, feigning indignation. 

“Yeah right,” Della snorted.

After a pause, with all of them staring at their surroundings, Nigel said, “Well look, if we have the run of the place, let’s use one of these goons to open the door.”

Sheepishly, Della said, “They’ll be out for hours.” Seeing the looks on their faces, she added quietly, “Sorry.”

“I was thinking as more of a battering ram, but never mind,” Nigel said quickly.

“We’ll just wait for someone to wake up and have them open the door,” Za'Tark put in.


Nigel, cocking an eye at the Narn, said, “Ahh no. I don’t wait as a general rule for my jailers to open the doors for me.”


Grinning, Za'Tark asked, “In jail a lot then?”


“No. Now you didn’t happen to lift a pass key from one of the guards did you?”


“No, just money and a…grenade,” Za'Tark added with some surprise as she rifled one of the basement guard’s equipment pouches.


Beaming again, Nigel said, “That’ll do.”


“I thought we wanted to be quiet here. No noise,” Della protested. “Grenades make a lot of noise!”


“Any better ideas?” Nigel asked. “This place, as we noted over the last few days, tends to get busy after dark. I don’t intend to try explaining any of this to any of the scum who may wander in.”


“Well then let’s try the roof?” Della said.


About to protest, it took Nigel over a second to shift mental gears. “Now that is a valid suggestion. Let’s go.” They charged up the nearby stairs. Two minutes later, they were making their way across the flat rooftops, back towards the center of town.

* * * * *


With the thrusters shut off, Talon finished his post-flight shutdown check list. Within moments, he was bounding out of his ship and on to the tarmac. In the late afternoon light, he strode purposefully towards the guard post.


He was surprised that the league ships were no longer here or in orbit. He guessed they must have got what they came for. There was no one in the guard hut. He kept walking. The surprise he had felt though was quickly being replaced with the anger he had been living with for almost three full days now and it lengthened his stride considerably. In his anger though, he neglected to notice the wreckage around him. Blast scorches and grenade craters marked the league soldiers’ passage. Here and there too were bodies, as yet uncovered or unclaimed. To the far south, smoke funnels rose up into the afternoon sky: funeral pyres. The soldiers had been careful not to set the whole town ablaze. Just well-selected bits and pieces to show they meant business. Talon also missed the fact that more than simply local eyes were upon him. A large and dark scaly form stepped back out on to the street after Talon passed by. It spoke into a small communicator.


Having caught a glance of the bazaar at the center of town through the rows of huts and shacks, Talon only then realized that things had not gone well for the civilians of this place. As he neared Kril’nator’s hut, he also realized that things may not have gone well for Kril’nator himself. That would just be typical of his luck, he thought.


However, his luck was still holding out as he saw the hut still standing and seemingly, fully intact. It was when he reached the hut entrance, pulling aside the curtain that he felt his luck desert him. He hadn’t startled the well dressed human, but was himself startled when the man, with blinding speed, drew and fired a PPG at him. Only his warrior’s reflexes saved him from being wounded as he threw himself off to one side of the doorway. Fleeing out the other side, his attacker would have quickly lost any pursuers, but Talon, who was quickly on his feet again, gave chase like a demon possessed. The human’s path at any rate was easily followed. The few scattering aliens were clearly evident as Talon lunged on ward through the thinned crowds.

* * * * *

Nigel was perched like an eagle on the top edge of the base of a large and broken statue. Leaning against the ankle, he took another swallow from his hip flask as Della came up to him.


Craning her neck around the bazaar, Della asked, “Where’s Za'Tark?”


After a quick glance to his right, Nigel said, “Over there. Looks like she’s buying something.”

“Oh.”


“Any luck?” Nigel asked.


Shaking her head, Della said, “No. No one here heard a thing, and Kril’s place is just over there a short ways. Mind you, with all the gun fire over the last few days I’m not surprised. But the rumours are still the same. Kril’nator wasn’t killed by the soldiers.” 


Nodding at that, Nigel took a last gulp then holstered his flask. They had talked to the people in and around his shack for a few hours, even handing out a few credits as they went. They had all been moved by the destruction they had seen, but they knew there was very little they could do to help. And besides, they had to worry about who might be watching them; though they had put the fear of god into Drex’gwalla and her gang, that fear would be short lived. They had agreed to give their impromptu investigation two days, but no more. Drex’gwalla had more friends than they did in this town now and it wouldn’t be long before they made their presence felt.

Hearing a noise, Della turned towards the other side of the bazaar. “Nigel? What’s that?”


“There’s a commotion over there,” he replied, pointing as he stood up for a better look.

* * * * *


Za'Tark absently studied the contents on the table in front of her. Three items on the table seemed significant, but for the moment she couldn’t tell why. Lost within the small milling crowds throughout the bazaar, she was for the moment at least, anonymous. After almost six days of running on nerves, when she should’ve been resting, she had been tense and apprehensive. Now, outside, exposed for all-the-world to see, she felt at home. Her moment of carefree feeling was jolted again by her eyes passing over those same three items: a model of an alien punt, a statue of an alien deity, and a holy book. They could not have been more significant if they had been tributes to G’Quan himself. As it was, the fact that they were Markab was more than enough.

“How much are these items?” she asked the vendor.

The little wizened alien stepped over, smarming in the manner of all salespeople everywhere, “Madam has a very good eye. These three items came in just the other day.”

“How much?” she reiterated.

The alien, anxious at the apparent sale, took a moment to compose him self. On the one hand this Narn woman with the sword strapped to her back was obviously not someone to trifle with. On the other hand, he had a reputation to up hold as being one of the wilier sellers in the whole bazaar. “I would happily part with them for seventy-five credits, each. Or the lot for two-hundred flat.” 

Za'Tark pulled out two one hundred Earth Credit chits, and dropped them on the table. The sales-alien, never slow to take money, was still surprised that there had been no haggling. While her money was being swept up, Za’Tark grabbed her three items. She carefully put them into a backpack she had appropriated from Drex’gwalla’s place then slung the pack over her shoulder, then headed off towards the statue. 

As she came close to the statue she saw Nigel standing up looking back towards the east. She also saw Della climb up beside him. Then she too heard the commotion. 

Scanning towards the disturbance, Della’s mind swept over the familiar crowds, filtering out the fear and alarm with ease. She had been living with that for several days now and it was almost becoming second nature to her. However, as her telepathic scanning swept over one person’s mind, she was jolted by the impressions she got and she redoubled her efforts to track it. Suddenly she cried out and collapsed, Nigel lunging to catch her.

“Za'Tark!” Nigel cried. The Narn was under them in a flash and she took hold of the fast falling Della.

“What happened?”

“I don’t know? But maybe somebody did to her what she was doing to Drex and her goons. And it maybe that geezer coming towards us.” Nigel drew his PPG with his off hand, paused a moment and sighted.

* * * * *

Talon was gaining ground on the human, but slowly. When they entered the bazaar though, Talon knew he had him. There were too many people to easily shove past. As he went to lunge for him, Talon’s hand grasped some fabric, but he felt himself falling, as if tripped and he landed heavily. Rolling off to one side, Talon drew his Sha’ann PPG pistol as he heard two PPG rounds go off. 

Moving forward again, Talon frightened the crowd away. His quarry was dead. Just then, Nigel stepped up, grinning slightly. 

“Lead you on a merry chase did ‘e?” Nigel asked.

“As a matter of fact, he did. But now that he is dead, I won’t be able to find out if he had anything to do with Kril’nator’s disappearance or not!” Talon replied, steel hardening his voice at the end.

Unfazed, Nigel said, “Well, if he’s already killed one friend I wasn’t about to stand by and let him have another!”

Talon looked inquiring at that comment, but then saw Za'Tark helping a still distraught and dazed Della towards them. Talon’s features relaxed at that. It was only then that he realized he was clutching some fabric in his hand… fabric which crunched slightly.

“Hail, Warrior,” Za'Tark said.

Nodding in reply, Talon examined his clue closely.

Suddenly Della shrieked and they all scattered around themselves, weapons flashing in a protective circle. Della was too transfixed on what she saw; a depression suddenly occurring within the chest of their victim and then vanishing. She could tell that while there had been still a spark of life in the human before her, now, only an empty shell remained.

“Della? What is it?” Nigel demanded. 

Za'Tark had moved Della behind her, keeping her close. The crowd that had gathered had just as quickly dispersed again with Della’s scream. 

“Never mind that for now,” Talon ordered, “we suddenly have bigger problems.”

“What do you mean?” Nigel demanded, his Colt .45 pistol also out.

“I mean, this person is not alone here. You can almost see them watching us from the fringes of the bazaar.”

“He’s right Nigel,” Della winced, “I can almost sense them. Dark. Horrible. Wrong!”

Though Nigel didn’t understand their meaning, the fear was clearly coming through. “Where do we go from here?” Nigel asked.

“Away is good,” Za'Tark commented. “Della’s falling apart here!”

“My ship,” Talon said. “I found what I needed, though not what I was looking for. I still need to go further afield. And now it looks like I may need some help. I’ll get you out of here if you’ll help me for a short while.”

“No arguments. Lead on,” Za'Tark ordered.

Their progress was slow, until they cleared the bazaar. Then, as if out of the range of some will zapping energy field, Della suddenly felt better, and the foursome ran for the spaceport without further incident.

* * * * *

“Poor McCauley,” the well dressed woman said. “He had a bright future.”

“Indeed,” her companion replied. “But he failed.”

“No he died, but it amounts to the same thing. However, we now have a lead,” the women said. She nearly spat as she added, “That Minbari will eventually be headed back to that Babylon 5 station. All we need do is get there before him and wait for his arrival. Then we shall have the scroll and that stupid self absorbed Grey Council will remain in ignorance.”

“We should just destroy his ship in hyperspace.”

“No,” she replied. “We need that scroll. After we have that, we can make sure we have no loose ends. I for one though would… ahh, our friends are already on their way,” She added as if in response to some unseen communication. Both of them were glancing off towards the south, where for just a moment, there was a slight shimmer passing in front of the sun.

“Has the tracking beacon been secured?” the woman asked.

“Yes,” the tall thin man replied. “Our friends will be following them wherever they go. Perhaps it would be best if they are simply intercepted?”

“If they land somewhere else first, then yes perhaps.”

“Mr. Declan’s team will be dispatched to Babylon 5. However, we can now leave this festering hole for home.”

“Good.”

* * * * *

“Oh Nigel,” Della groaned as the foursome made their way past the guard house to the landing field. “Why the hell did you have to kill him?”

“I thought he was hurting you,” Nigel panted, glancing around them. “Sorry. Next time I’ll let the freak shows have their way with you!”

“Quiet down you two, we’ll talk on the ship,” Za'Tark cautioned.

“It’s not that, it’s just… oh I don’t know…” her voice trailed off then. She was out of breath but doggedly kept up with Za'Tark and the others.

“Where are you heading, Talon?” Za'Tark asked.

Shaking his head, Talon said, “Not here, on the ship. I just hope it hasn’t been tampered with.”

“Oh goody,” Nigel sighed.

Within a few moments they were on board. Within minutes they were away. Taking in the rear camera view on a sensor screen, Nigel sighed loudly, saying, “I thought I would never leave that damn dust bowl. Thanks, boney.”

Talon chuckled at the nickname. He could detect no malice, so he gamely replied, “My pleasure, hairy.”

Nigel stared at the Minbari for a moment. He then burst out of laughing. 

As the jump gate pulled them in, Talon set the navi-comp for the Markab home world. He then walked out of the small cockpit and headed through the lounge area, past his passengers. He crouched next to a small storage door.


“Now then, who wants what?” he asked as he opened the small bar.


“A bottle of Narn Ale.”


“Scotch, neat.”


“A glass of wine, please”


“In order, don’t have any, coming right up, and white or red?”


“I’ll take some Earth ale,” Za’Tark added.

“Great,” Talon said.


“White, please.”


After the drinks were served, Talon grabbed a seat, and with his pint glass of water and a splash of whiskey within, he sat down. Seeing Nigel pull out a pack of smokes, Talon quickly reached into a pocket asking, “Marlboro?”


“No thanks. I prefer Silk Cuts.”


Talon nodded, and with a short glance at each one of them, said, “It is now time for answers. I would like to point out that due to the scope of my mission, some things I cannot divulge at this time. But, I will be completely candid about the danger. And if any of you wish to avoid it, I will understand. I will do my best to get you out of the way.”


At Nigel’s stiffening and sharp glance, Talon quickly amended, “I’m sorry, I meant get you out of harm’s way. Keep you safe.”


Della giggled while Za’Tark frowned. Nigel merely shrugged. Talon continued, “Now, what I’m looking for is a scroll. It was written by Valen, about a thousand of your years ago… or so. Though I am unaware of the contents, ambassador Delenn wishes me to find it.”


“Ambassador Delenn?” Nigel asked. “Who is she ambassador to?”


“She will be assigned to Babylon 5. As I understand, the station has already gone online, but not officially. Several League worlds, the Narn and the Centauri too, have already placed people there. Sa…Delenn shall be arriving soon to over see the Minbari embassy. Then the Vorlons will arrive.”


Nigel nodded, slightly impressed. So the rumours were true; the Vorlons were coming out of hiding. 


“So what are the dangers?” Za’Tark asked. Matron was already on Babylon 5. By now she knew of the destruction of the Tighron Base. Za’Tark had yet to make contact and the sooner she did, the sooner she’d feel better. And the sooner she and Matron could get on with creating their own pirate organization. Della would be the key to that, of course, but she hoped Della would participate willingly.


“Well, before I set out on this little quest, I didn’t think there would be any. As we saw today, I was wrong.”


“Why is the scroll so important?” Della asked. 


“It’s supposed to be a warning for the future. It was lost during the war when one of our colonies was attacked. It was thought lost, but rumours began surfacing that it was not. I was sent to find it.”


“‘Warnings of the future?’” Nigel echoed. “How cryptic?”


Talon nodded. “There are some in the Religious caste who believe that a great darkness may soon be re-awaking. To overrun the galaxy again, just as it did a thousand years ago. When Valen came to us, we stopped it. But barely. After what we encountered on the planet, I am some what more inclined to believe the prophecies that say dark agents are on the move again.”


“So… what does that have to do with the Markab?” Za'Tark asked, curious how her old friend was wrapped up in all of this.


“Kril’nator was my contact here. He led me to believe that I had the right scroll. Instead I… he gave me a false one. Now I am duty bound to retrieve the correct one.”


“Either die trying or don’t come back, right?” Nigel said.


“Along those lines, yes,” Talon admitted, a little uncomfortably.


“You must’ve really honked somebody off,” Nigel said with feeling. 


“Irrelevant at this time. What is germane is that we will be arriving at the Markab home world within twenty hours.”


Suddenly impressed, Nigel nodded. It was normally about 42 hours via hyperspace from Tighron to Markab. “Quite the mover you ‘ave ‘ere.”


“It’s functional,” Talon said with understated pride. Though heavily modified, the large personal freighter looked like almost any other typical cargo vessel. But it had the basic gravimetric components that all Minbari ships contained. 


Nigel sniffed the air, and despite the cigarette smoke now circulating he could detect a hint of incense in the air, slightly sweet, but not overly so. After the fetid air from Gravestown, the ship’s air was a blessing.


Della meanwhile, well recovered from her startling experiences from the planet asked, “Talon, how did you know the guy you were chasing wasn’t alone?”


“I didn’t initially, but after he was shot, I could sense them somehow. You said ‘Dark’? ‘Wrong?’ You were correct. They were servants of the Shadows. That’s the only name we have for them. A thousand years ago, these ‘Shadows’ launched an attack against the other star faring races in the galaxy at the time. Prior to the coming of Valen, the Minbari, along with the Vorlons, Brakiri and few others were fighting a losing battle against them. But thanks to Valen, and his reorganization of both my people and the tactics all the races were using, we prevailed. We pushed the Shadows back, and they retreated back into hiding.” Talon stopped there, omitting the name of the Shadows home planet. He knew of Z’ha’dum, but he was not free to speak of it.


“You must know where they went?” Nigel asked. “Why couldn’t the Minbari just launch a preemptive attack now? Wipe out the planet?”


“Because…” Though tempted to lie, Talon fell back onto generations of habit of stating a half-truth as he said, “We do not know where all their forces are. If we did, committing all of our forces to one goal, we may find ourselves ambushed and slaughtered elsewhere. No, best that we know for certain they are coming and plan around that.”


Both Della and Za'Tark seemed to accept the answer, but Nigel was far more skeptical. “Not the best tactics I ever heard of.”


“Maybe, but for now, it’s in the hands of my leaders,” Talon replied. “For right now though, let us get you three settled in.” He got up then and the other three followed him down the small hallway aft of the galley and rec-lounge. 
Heading down the hallway that lead to the engine room, Talon said, “Here is my cabin, and here are three others, each with a double bunk.”

“What was that ladder by your cabin too?” Nigel asked.

“Dorsal turret.”

Nodding at that, Nigel was pleased to know this ship had a few more surprises to it.
“Get settled in and we’ll meet back in the lounge. The head is at the end of the hallway. It can accommodate all of us quite well.”

Della smiled, asking, “I don’t suppose it has a working shower?”

“Oh yes. Hot water and everything.”

A wave of relief washed over the three recent transients. Minbari recycling techniques were second to none.

“Me first!” Della cried. And she dove into her room to get changed first.

Grinning, Za'Tark said, “Whatever baby wants. I’ll go second.”

Nigel simply shrugged, then tossing his bag onto the bottom bunk of his room, called out to Talon, “You have any vibe-cleaners for clothes?”

“Yes. Back in the galley.”

“Good, while she cleans her body, I’ll clean these,” Nigel said, indicating his soiled clothing. The amenities of their impromptu stay left much to be desired and Nigel said as much to Talon.

“Towels and fresh bedding are in this storage closet here, though everything is currently clean on the beds.” Talon indicated in response.

“One never knows when company might drop in, hey?” Nigel quipped.

 “Exactly. I’m going to check on things up front, so if you’ll excuse me.” With that Talon headed for the bridge. 

Though everything was currently running on auto-pilot, Talon never completely trusted the modified Earth ship, even though much of it was upgraded with Minbari equipment. He had yet to be disappointed, though all it took was once to find ones self falling down a hyperspace-incline to never be heard from again.

Checking the navigation equipment, he heard the comforting chime of the Markab hyper beacon. Good enough, he thought. He made his way back to the lounge.

* * * * *

Several hours later found them all back in the lounge. Talon’s unexpected guests, cleaned, well fed and refreshed, were in much better spirits. The alcohol, Talon surmised probably had a hand in that, but that was incidental. The first little while had been spent recalling the events of the last week, bringing everyone up to date. Then the trio of pirates asked Talon a whole bunch of questions about the man Nigel killed. Precious little was all Talon could or would answer. 

After that, their talk moved on to what clues they had to follow to help Talon get the scroll. Talon replied, “Well, we know that Kril’nator had family on Markab in the region of Tralask. But, the scrap of paper I got off the Shadow servant indicates that his family is in the Hal’lakn prefecture. His family name while common enough, I have already checked on. In Tralask, there are literally dozens of ‘nator’s listed. But, in Hal’lakn, there is only one address, and it’s about 4 kilometers outside of the main town.”

“We’ll rent a skimmer from Drollog where we’ll be landing. It shouldn’t take more than an hour or so to reach Hal’lakn,” Nigel put in.

Nodding, Za'Tark added, “That makes sense.”

“You know Markab?” Talon asked.

“Quite well,” Za'Tark said.

“A bit,” Nigel said. “Made more than a few deliveries to Markab over the last few years.” Then Nigel’s face fell, in sudden memory.

“What’s wrong?” Della asked.

“My ship and crew are dead. I haven’t reported in to the company and they are not going to believe the lie that I came up with. They won’t be too pleased at finding out they were employing a smuggler. And that’s what they’ll figure out.”

“The company has a lot of contacts in the League worlds?” Della surmised.

“Quite. Though the ship was obliterated on the ground, unless the League started blasting ships in orbit and beyond, there is no way the company won’t find out that I was at a pirate base. The League forces will keep a decent record of what they destroyed, and they’ll make it public, once they’ve sanitized the reports.”

“I could say I rescued you from raiders?” Talon put in. “And after what you’ve told me, about this Drex’gwella, that’s fairly close to the truth.”

“But I thought Minbari didn’t lie,” Della said.

“We don’t, except to save the honour of another. If you agree to help me find the scroll, I can promise you the full support of the Minbari government,” Talon offered. 

And there it was on the table.

“Just precisely what kind of danger are we heading into?” Za'Tark asked warily.

“Unknown. But you seem to be quite capable of handling yourselves. So it occurs to me that as this mission has already presented far more surprises than I expected, I would do well to stack the deck a little in my favour for a change.”

Della and Nigel stared curiously at Talon. “How come you know so many Earth sayings and customs?” Della asked.

“I spent a lot of time amongst humans after the war,” Talon began. “I was part of the delegation that negotiated the final peace treaty. It took awhile and as a minor attaché, I had a lot of free time. Spent it with some fighter pilots of yours, the Black Angels. They too had fought at the Battle of the Line?” 

“Yeah I heard about them. They were at the far end of the line away from where I was fighting.”

“Well two of the older pilots from that squadron had also survived. Simply put I endeared myself to them and after a few days, their cold politeness seemed to melt. I was the butt of quite a lot of jokes, both insults and practical…” He hesitated for a moment then said, “I have a question about that but I’ll inquire later. Anyway, we became friends after a fashion and for the few weeks I was there, I learned all I could about humans and your culture. Then, after leaving Proxima 3, we headed to Earth, where I got a real crash course in human culture. Oi vey!” 

Della and Nigel started laughing. Talon grinned, and Za'Tark was completely mystified.

* * * * *

The next day, Nigel ambled into the cockpit. Talon glanced over as the door opened.

“Did you have a good rest?”

“Oh yeah,” Nigel enthused. “First real night’s sleep I’d had in almost a week. Thank you.”

“My pleasure,” Talon replied. “Where are the others?”

“Za'Tark is already up and showered, but she’s letting Della sleep a little longer. Apparently our resident Teep had a nightmare last night and crept into Za'Tark’s bed. Sleeping quietly now, though.”

“Good. I hope we won’t need her special talents, but if we do, best if she is at one hundred percent.”

Nigel snorted slightly, saying, “Okay?” Changing the subject, Nigel read the displays, asking in confirmation, “We’re about two hours from the Markab beacon?”

“Correct. Something I should’ve asked last night, but are any of you wanted criminals on Markab?”

“Not that I’m aware of,” Nigel replied. His criminal record had to do with events long ago, and nothing to do with any league member worlds. He couldn’t speak for the girls.

“Okay that’s an hour wasted on planet if they don’t know,” Talon grumped.

“I didn’t think the Markab’s cared all that much?”

“Normally they don’t…for the most part. But something Za'Tark said about alter egos last night has bothered me. If they have any aliases that are wanted, we may all be in trouble.”

Shaking his head, Nigel wondered back towards the lounge saying, “We’ll worry about it when we have to.”

“And not before?” Talon called from over his shoulder.

“Exactly,” he called back. Sitting down, he poured some scotch, recharging his hip flask. He stared at the bottle for some moments then he said, more to himself, “Besides, if more trouble is coming, I don’t necessarily want to face it.” With that, he put the bottle to his lips and swigged the last few good gulps. With a deep felt satisfied sigh, Nigel put the bottle down, secured his hip flask and dropped down onto the nearest chair. Contentment washed through him.

* * * * *

In Za’Tark’s cabin, Della rolled over, clutching the pillow close to her. In her mind, over and over, she envisioned Karnak’s death. As if she had been there recording the event, again and again she saw him fall, a giant downed by insects. Fighting to the last, the enemy swarming him, finally falling. Sometimes he was overwhelmed by PPG fire, other times, too many explosions. 

As she rolled awake, momentarily wondering what time it was and why she was in a comfortable bed on a ship and not on a moth eaten cot in dank and dingy basement, she suddenly recollected one vision of Karnak’s death that had disturbed her the most. 

Karnak was standing in the control center of the base, barking orders and preparing for the final defense of his empire. He was cornered and he knew it, as did the men and women with him. As the league forces breached the entrance way, Karnak and his troops launched a violent retaliation of PPG and lead rounds. However, the outcome, as in all the other visions, was never in doubt, save that a different element was introduced.

Della shook herself more awake, trying to concentrate the image away, but she somehow knew it wouldn’t leave till it was done: Karnak, the last to fall, as his life essence began to flow away seemed to be enveloped by the very shadows themselves. This in itself was disturbing but not the worst of it. What was most unnerving was that Karnak screamed, not in pain, not in sadness at defeat, but in primal fear.

Sobbing uncontrollably now, Della could barely see straight. So distraught was she that she did not notice Za'Tark enter, nor did she notice the comforting arms around her for many minutes.

Finally, as the sobbing eased, she heard Za'Tark whispering to her and rocking her back and forth. 

“It’s okay, little wadda*
, it’s okay. Shh, shh, you’re okay now.”

“Oh ‘Tark,” Della shuddered. “Oh god, we left him there.”

“There was nothing we could have done for him. Nothing. He was the leader and he gave the orders. We obeyed. He needed us to live to carry on in his memory.”

“Do you really think so?” she asked hopefully.

Nodding, the Narn smiled and replied, “Oh yes. He definitely would want us to go on in his name.”

“I hope so,” Della sniffled.

“I know so, darling.” For several moments, Za'Tark continued rocking her back and forth. Della then blew her nose on a dirty shirt and shuddering for another breath, she felt a little better. 

“It’s the first chance you’ve had to grieve, isn’t it?” Za'Tark asked.

Nodding stiltedly, Della said, “Yes.” She paused for a moment, then, continued with, “You know it wasn’t so bad while we were in that basement, hiding out. We were… distracted. Occupied. And I have to admit, I held out some hope that Karnak would escape. But then to find out, not only from our host,” she said that with venom, “that the base was lost, but to hear it also from Talon.”

“Well, he had monitored the communications of the League ships when he had departed earlier this week…”

“I feel like we betrayed him. And I know how that feels, cause when my parents turned me over to the Psi-corps, it was the worse day in my life. Everything ended. And my parents should’ve known what they were doing! But they did it anyway! They abandoned me without any regret. And now we’ve done the same to Karnak.”

“We did nothing of the sort, Della. We simply…” Za'Tark began, but Della interrupted her.

“Oh god, Za'Tark,” Della began, her sobbing emotions coming back to the forefront again, “I wanna go home. And there’s no home to go to…” she fell into uncontrollable crying again.

“Now that’s not true, young lady,” Za'Tark began, surprised that her patience was still holding out so early in the morning. Still kindly, but firmly she continued, “Matron is waiting for us on that Babylon 5 station. We’ll have a new home very soon. A better home,” Za’Tark promised. While on the one hand she desperately wanted Della to join her and Matron in building a new criminal empire out of the ashes of Karnak’s, on the other she genuinely wanted to comfort her friend. Though they had been colleagues for about two years, somewhere in there they had become friends without Za'Tark ever realizing it: Della had been the only person, outside of Matron, she ever felt at ease with enough to talk about her past. As had Della with her, although now Za'Tark realized how much had actually been left out.

Hugging Della closely, Za'Tark with even greater uncharacteristic warmth added, “I won’t leave you, honey. I promise.”

“Thank you,” Della replied swiftly. “I just…just feel so horrible.”

“I know you do. It’s not easy to lose a loved one. By G’Quan, Matron must’ve heard by now. She’ll be worried sick not knowing if …we’re alive or not.”

“Didn’t Matron have a lot of contacts in the city?”

“A few more than me. But with the League troops only gone yesterday, she may not find out anything for several more days,” Za'Tark explained.

“When we get to Markab, call her.”

“I will.”

* * * * *

A half hour later, Della was composed enough to take a shower and get dressed. Then she joined the rest of them in the lounge area.

“How are ya’ doin’ Della?” Nigel asked kindly. Za'Tark had mentioned briefly about what Della had gone through last night and this morning to them. Though she had taken some liberty, the fact that the four of them were going to be together for a while meant that they had to start trusting each other. A little understanding between them might go a long way to easing them all into a cohesive unit. Za’Tark had built other teams before, each with their own dynamics that had to be adapted to. She would see how this tactic worked before making any changes to her game plan.

“I’m better,” Della replied. “I just hope my bad dreams didn’t keep you all awake?”

“Slept like a log,” Nigel replied.

“I had no difficulties,” Talon replied. “But you are well?”

“I’m okay guys,” she added as she gratefully took a glass of juice from Za'Tark sitting down between the Narn and Nigel.

“Good,” Talon began, “because we have a lot of work ahead of us and we’re only an hour away from the transitional jump.”

Nodding with some vestige of confidence, Della said, “I’m good. Let’s get to it.”

“Alright then,” Talon began and he turned on a three-dee display map of the Markab home world. “First…”

* * * * *

“Okay, we’re here. Now what, mate?” Nigel asked.

The foursome had cleared the Markab customs, very easily thanks to Talon’s Minbari diplomatic papers. A few minutes after that, Talon came up in a rented skimmer, meeting the three across the roadway from the starport’s entrance.

“About time,” Za’Tark grumped. “We were starting to think you had forgotten us.” They got into the vehicle. While Za’Tark wasn’t wanted by the League, or even the Centauri, the Black Blade was; the ten minutes they had waited for Talon had seemed an eternity for her.

Chuckling as Za’Tark sat down next to him, Talon said, “That would be impossible.”

“I’m not going to ask why,” Nigel with exaggerated sarcasm, as he and Della sat in the back seat with their packs.

“Nor I. But I can guess fairly well,” Della commented.

Pointing the vehicle towards the main road, Talon merely smiled as they sped away.

Once outside of the city proper, the traffic fell off and they left behind the narrow, winding streets with buildings clustered tightly together, for the narrow two lane roads and wide, open spaces. 

“It never fails,” Nigel began as he stared out at the passing scenery. “No matter how many planets with civilizations that you visit, there are some things which are exactly like home. And yet, there will always be things that won’t ever let you forget that you are no where near home.”

“Oh?” Della inquired. “And what caused this sudden onslaught of introspection?”

“Nothing more interesting than the view,” Nigel replied. “We just left a city, like any other, albeit very cramped but like any other; cafes, stores, bars, houses. And yet the contrast to that of Mars, or Earth for that matter, is striking. The architecture here on Markab is like nowhere else. Dark browns with miniature arches. I have been to many worlds and none resemble this one. But as comfortable as that seems, I’d rather be home on Mars, with all the familiar sights and sounds…and smells. The air here is not pleasant.”

“I’ll agree with you there,” Za’Tark said. “I’ve smelt Pak’Ma’ra latrines more pleasant.”

Talon glanced curiously at Za’Tark for a moment then glanced back at Nigel. Nigel simply smiled and gestured back at Talon as if to say, No please, you take the honours, to which Talon finally said, “Za’Tark you have the advantage of me; as I have never smelt a Pak’ma’ra’s latrine, I shall have to take your word for it.”

“Trust me.” As a young slave onboard a pirate ship that was comprised of many alien races, she had had the onerous duty of cleaning latrines when she wasn’t helping Matron with the cooking duties. Hard times to be sure, but she had learned a lot from those dark days and they had stood in good stead when she and Matron had literally been rescued by Karnak and his pirates.

Glancing along the passing scenery she realized that that too had been a long time ago. So much had changed over the years and yet so much more was changing again. As before though, she would cope with the changes as they came. Her musings came up short though as the rental skimmer’s engines suddenly cut out. Noticing their surroundings, they were stopped in front of a large gate. The gate was part of a giant wall twelve feet tall that surrounded what a first glance could only be seen as a huge property. Za’Tark was surprised to find themselves at their destination.

Nigel and Della piled out as did Talon, who turned back to the skimmer and said, “Are you coming?” Za’Tark was with them a moment later.

As they reached a gate, a voice called out from somewhere above and beyond the gate. In Markab it said, “Go away!”

Though only Za’Tark understood it, all of them correctly guessed the intent. Talon took command of the situation, ordering, “Look.” Discreetly indicating the trees topping the wall on the other side, furtive shadows and movement could be seen vaguely through the thick canopy of strange triangular leaves. Everyone relaxed, but only just. They reasoned that if they had been wanted dead, it would have happened already.

Della was already scanning lightly the people within the trees and she realized that while their intent was hostile, it was also curious.

Talon called out then, “We have business with the family of Kril’nator. We would speak with his clan elders.”

“Who are you?” The question was in basic.

“I am Talon, of the family Sha’narr; Religious caste. I am an attaché to the Minbari embassy.”

“And the others?” the voice asked.

“My crew and colleagues,” Talon said dismissively.

“Why are you here?”

With growing impatience in his tone, Talon said, “To discuss matters… best brought up in private!”

For several moments, there was movement and faint mutterings then silence. To Za’Tark it seemed the negotiations had come to an end, and unless they planned to suddenly attack the walls, this trip would be in vain. On impulse she called out with, “We seek a scroll of Valen’s.”

Talon hissed through clenched teeth. Though no one else beyond the eyes in the trees was apparently around for kilometers, one never knew who could be listening and by what means. As Talon was about to berate Za’Tark for the breach, one of the gates silently swung open.

The voice from above called out, saying, “Bring your vehicle and come in. These matters are best discussed in private.”

Within moments, the skimmer was gliding down the paved, tree-lined road, behind the fast closing gate.

Only the eyes in the trees noticed another, slower moving skimmer with two well dressed humans slow some more; the humans glanced sharply through the gate, but there was nothing to see. The skimmer sped up then, moving quickly away.

* * * * *

As Talon’s skimmer halted in front of a large stone mansion, a small servant stood by an arched doorway, patiently waiting for the aliens to approach. As they neared the old Markab, he said, “Follow me, please.”

The journey through the mansion’s dark interior took on an almost surreal quality to Nigel as they passed various rooms and passages, each glowing slightly with an energy barrier of some kind. Slowly, he realized, as did the others, that were descending below ground level, though had not been immediately obvious.

“In here, please,” the servant indicated through an archway. The sitting room was well appointed with chairs in a semi-circle that surrounded a large ornate wooden desk. The servant waited till the last of them entered, and vanished from sight. Za’Tark noticed the movement, also catching whiff of ozone as another field became active behind her.

Seated behind the desk, a short Markab female looked on with interest at the arriving group. She indicated the 4 chairs in front of her and each of them took a seat.

Cryptically she said, “Your arrival comes in as much a surprise as it isn’t.”

Talon, the only one not caught short, replied evenly with, “Indeed.” He continued archly. “Remarkable as we were unaware that we would be here, even three days ago. You make it seem as if our arrival was foretold by the fates.”

“Foretold? Inadvertently, perhaps, but done so nonetheless. Now to business: You came for a purpose, but with other news of relevance? That news please.”

“Kril’Nator is dead,” Za’Tark answered.

The Markab woman was inwardly stunned, but outwardly remained outwardly calm as she replied. “Is he. I would have thought that impossible. What proof?”

Za’Tark pulled out the holy book she had purchased back on Tighron. 

“How come you by this book?”

“Purchased in the bazaars of Tighron. We were too late to help or save him. He had been dead a couple days before we got there,” Za’Tark replied.

“I see.” Silent for a moment the old woman contemplated her visitors with a keen eye. Surprisingly, she saw the warrior’s spirit in all of them. The human male and Narn female were obvious, but to see it in the Minbari of the religious caste and the small human female as well. She was nearly startled by the portents. A moment more of inner contemplation centered her then and she continued, asking, “You come for a scroll? Correct?” Talon nodded in assent, and the Markab dame continued, “A month ago standard, this arrived from Kril’Nator,” she explained as she reached into an open drawer, pulling out a long narrow box. 

Opening the box, she paused, asking, “Did any of you fight at what the Earther’s called, the Battle of the Line?” Both Nigel and Talon looked at the old woman with suspicion; Nigel nodded while Talon grunted in the affirmative. “Sufficient.” She glanced at a small note in the box, and read it aloud: 

“Materna; I’ve made several copies of this object, but only the one you hold is the real one. It was prophesied by my spirit guide that when the ones from the line are united in common cause, they would become the bearers of the scroll. However, if I’ve under-stood my visions correctly, if no one has arrived within a year of my death, then this scroll must be sent to the Ryechki. Only their wisdom is greatest beyond the Minbari.


“Well, that is plain. Had you not arrived, I would be passing this on to the Vorlons. You are here now, though, and thus my duty is discharged,” the Markab woman stated. With that, she placed the scroll back into the box. Then she slowly slid the box away from her to the far side of the desk from her. The four visitors all saw that the scroll also passed through some kind of shielding. An aura glowed around the box then vanished.


She stood up at that point and said, “This meeting is at an end. Go as you came; in peace.” She turned away from her desk at that and left the room through a sliding door in the wall behind her chair.


For several heartbeats none of the people moved, still slightly stunned at the overly dramatic and somewhat cryptic display. Nigel coughed briefly and with that, Talon retrieved the box. Silently, they glanced at each other, and then all of them slowly walked out of the room.


As they approached their skimmer, the old servant they had seen before came over and said, “I’ve been informed that you should watch your backs. Others are apparently interested in your activities.”


“What do you mean?” Za’Tark asked.


“You’re being watched,” he said simply. He then returned inside the house.


Sighing loudly, Nigel said, “Can’t anything ever be simple.”

* * * * *


“Babylon Control to Minbari freighter, you are cleared for docking. Please follow the beacon.”


“Acknowledged, Babylon Control,” Talon replied.

Within minutes, the small freighter was docked. When Talon presented his credentials at security he was informed he had a message waiting for him.

At the nearest Bab-com station, Talon activated the awaiting message. The text scrolled by:

‘Talon. Please bring the scroll to me at docking bay 20. Hopefully your mission was a 

success. I need to get back to Minbar with it right away. I have clearance to depart at 

17:45 hours.’


Talon glanced at the chrono in the corner of the screen. It was now 17:38.


Turning back to his companions, Talon said, “I guess this is goodbye. I thank you again for your assistance and association with this venture. And I would…”


“Talon?”


Talon turned towards the voice and saw La’thon rushing to him. “Talon,” she repeated, “I was sent to fetch you. Delenn is awaiting you in her quarters. She told me to bring the false scroll so as to compare it with the one you have. I hope you have it?”


“I do. But I just got a message from her telling me to meet her at docking bay 20.”


“That’s impossible.” La’thon activated her comm-link and called Delenn’s quarters. As she did so, Talon led the small group towards the exit. After several moments, La’thon with some trepidation, “She’s not responding.”


Holding the lift door open, Della said, “Shall we go to docking bay 20?”

* * * * *


Three minutes later, after the introductions had been made the five of them stepped out of the lift, and headed towards the entranceway to Bay 20. As they entered, a human in a nice suit, with slicked back hair, stepped out from between some crates.


“Do you have the scroll?”

“Where’s Delenn?” Talon demanded.

“Safe, for now. The scroll please.”

“Not till we see her,” La’thon demanded.

With a slight gesture of his left hand, two rough looking aliens stepped out from behind some crates. The taller of the two held Delenn firmly. From several other parts of the docking bay, several more thugs made their presence known.

Before Talon could pull the box with the scroll out of his shoulder sack, La’thon pulled out the fake one from her voluminous robe sleeves and hurled the fake towards the aliens holding Delenn.

Without a moment’s hesitation, Della, who had been aware of the other presences, quickly sent out a pain command at the three closest thugs. As they screamed in pain, several things happened at once: Talon extended his Denn’bok as he charged towards to the two aliens holding Delenn; Nigel leaped to his left at the nearest thug, a large and brawny Hyach and the both tumbled into some crates; Za’Tark drew her Kotak, easily crossing the distance between her and the large Drazi. As he regained his composure, she sliced down across his chest, instantly dropping him to the deck. Della, meanwhile, was sending out to the two thugs who held the Minbari ambassador, but she whirled around suddenly as she felt the presence of someone moving up behind her. With a scream of rage, she launched herself at the slight Brakiri, attacking him a flying kick to his chest.

Talon, hotly followed by La’thon, quickly reached Delenn and her two assailants. Smacking them both twice with his denn’bok, they dropped like flies. La’thon meanwhile had grabbed Delenn and hustled her behind some crates, drawing her PPG side arm to cover them.

Making short work of those two, Talon abruptly looked around for the well dressed human. He knew that somehow the human had retrieved the scroll that La’thon had thrown, but he had managed to lose track of him. He suddenly turned as he heard a war-cry coming from his far left. Za’Tark had scared a large Hyach into the open, and Talon wasted no time in attacking him.

With a swift kick to the chest of his opponent, Nigel was quickly regretting leaving his weapons on board the ship. He sent one enemy flying back, but he was suddenly beset from behind by another. This one had a knife. With a strangled cry as the blade penetrated his back, Nigel quickly whirled around, grabbing the startled thug by the weapon arm, and with his momentum, brought the arm up and around behind his opponents back. The sound of the arm breaking was audible. 

The fight had fled from his attacker and the alien fell away from Nigel, unconscious. Nigel too slumped to his knees, crying out, “Za’Tark!”

“Nobody move! Security!” Garibaldi called out as a dozen of his men swarmed into the docking bay. Within moments, everyone was disarmed and under arrest.

La’thon came out with Delenn and Garibaldi said, “Ambassador, are you alright?”

“I am undamaged by my experiences.”

“Chief Garibaldi,” La’thon began, “some of these people are with us.”

“Okay, let’s have the story.”

Helping Nigel out from behind some crates with her left arm, her sword still in her right hand, Za’Tark said, “We need some medical help here!”

“Med-bay?” Garibaldi called into his comm-link. “We need a crash team here in Docking Bay 20! Immediately!”

“What is the problem?” Doctor Ben Kyle asked.

“I’ve been stabbed!” Nigel groaned out. Then thankfully he passed out.
“Those two are with us,” La’thon explained. “As is her and Talon,” she said, indicating Della and Talon.

“Right. Now what the hell as been going on here?” Garibaldi demanded. In the distance, a shuttle’s engines could be heard heading out of the hangar area.

* * * * *

 Halfway to the jump gate, the wing of Starfuries was fast approaching the fleeing shuttle.

“Babylon Control, this is Alpha-leader, do we have permission to fire?” the flight leader asked.

“Confirmed, Alpha-leader you are cleared to target engines only. They tried to kidnap the Minbari ambassador and we would like to know why. So be careful,” Lt. Commander Laurel Takashima replied.

“Understood, Babylon Control,” replied the flight leader. Three short bursts from the lead fighter later, and the shuttle’s engines went dark. The flight of Starfuries flew over and around the shuttle, then swept around for another pass to take it in tow back to Babylon Control. However, Alpha-three suddenly called out, “Sir! I’ve got an energy spike in their engines!”

Alpha leader didn’t hesitate for a second as he called out, “Get out of there! Now!” With afterburners on maximum, the three fighters fled the area. Within moments, a second sun appeared, lighting up the area between Babylon 5 and the jump gate. And then, all was dark again.

“Alpha-leader? What the hell happened?” Takeshima demanded.

“Unknown, commander. Their engines went down then suddenly there was a power spike.”

“We’ll be discussing this at your debriefing.”

“Understood commander.”

* * * * *

“So…let me see if I got this straight,” Garibaldi began, circling his office and all the occupants. Della, Za’Tark, Talon, La’thon and Delenn were there, with Commander Jeffrey Sinclair off to one side, observing the proceedings. Taking in everyone’s eyes at a glance as he reached his side of his desk, Garibaldi continued: “This scroll is some historical artifact from your greatest leader. It was lost... and you found it?” He indicated Talon.

“That is correct sir.”

“So you go to Markab after coming from… where?”

“Tighron,” Za’Tark supplied.

“Tighron…right. Never heard of it, but we’ll leave that for now. So you come back here from Markab, and then you get a strange message to meet the ambassador at bay twenty, but you come along – ” nodding to La’thon, “ – and tell them all that you’re to meet the ambassador at her quarters. Whereupon, you discover that she’s not there, and bumble along to bay 20 where the next thing you know, all hell breaks loose. Right?”

“Chief Garibaldi, that is in essence, correct.” Talon said. “What more do you need? A Marlboro?” Talon added, bringing out a pack of the cigarettes.

“No, damn it, I just want the facts straight.”

“Then I assume we’re free to go?” Delenn put in.

“Yes Ambassador, but one more thing, first.” Garibaldi then faced towards Za’Tark and Della, saying, “You Za’Lent, and you Ms. Naomi McLean, and that pilot Nigel Kellar. How do you three fit into all of this? I can understand this being a Minbari archaeological expedition, but what do you three have to do with the price of Spoo on Centauri Prime?” Garibaldi demanded. He hadn’t noticed Sinclair stiffen at the mention of Nigel’s name. Della heard the mental sign coming from behind her, but overcame her urge to look back at Sinclair. Nigel and this Sinclair must know each other somehow.

Delenn stood up and said in a quiet but commanding tone, “Chief Garibaldi, these three were hired by the Minbari Federation to help track down this scroll. As such, their actions are sanctioned by the Minbari government.”

“Alright, fine. I’m inclined to be lenient on the personal weapons side of things. But the damage to the bay…”

“…Will be compensated for by the Minbari government. Don’t worry,” Delenn put in. “As will Mr. Kellar’s medical bills.”

“As there seems to be nothing more,” Commander Sinclair interrupted, “we won’t keep you further.”

“Thank you Commander,” Delenn said. 
The group filed out at that as Sinclair perched on Garibaldi’s desk and when the door closed, Garibaldi said, “Jeff, something isn’t right.”

“I know, I know. But it does seem to be an internal Minbari matter. I didn’t see any point in dragging it out.”

“Still. I’m kinda nervous about the whole thing. Something else was going on.”


“I’m sure there was. But now is not the time get into it. We still have a station to get fully online. The Vorlon Ambassador is just a few months away and I would hate for there to be a diplomatic incident before he arrives.”


“Well, I’m still going to keep my eyes on those people.”


Smiling as he stepped towards the door, Sinclair said, “I wouldn’t have hired you if you weren’t. By the way, how is Kellar doing?” 


Glancing at one of the screens on his desk, Garibaldi said, “His condition is not good. Dr. Kyle says…”

The door swooshed open at Sinclair’s approach and he was gone.


Shaking his head, Garibaldi tapped his comm-link. “Welch?”


“Yeah, chief?”


“How are our friends doing in the brig?”


“All quiet, sir.”


“Good. I’ll be down in a few minutes with some questions.”


“Roger that, chief.”

* * * * *


Outside of Med Bay 1, seemingly unnoticed by the medical staff, a Vorlon in a brown encounter suit glided up to the Nigel’s bed. Several monitor wires were attached to Nigel. Still unseen by all in the room, a small mechanical arm extended itself, holding a small vial. The vial was upended over Nigel’s bare arm and the liquid within seemed to hesitate for a moment. Suddenly it sprang out of the vial and collected on the arm. Then it vanished, as if absorbed into the skin. 


For several moments, the Vorlon stood motionless. Then its single eye irised open and a quiet sing-song noise sounded, as if a thousand voices were speaking in harmony. For several more moments the sound lasted. The monitors attached to Nigel showed a steady progression as the human’s health began to improve. 

Through lidded eyes, Nigel could almost make out an image outlined before him, but then it was gone.

At the sound of the monitors becoming more active, Doctor Kyle raced from his desk over to his patient. Sinclair walked in at that moment.

“Ben, what’s happening?” Sinclair asked

“It is unbelievable, Jeff,” Kyle began is his lightly-African accented English. “It’s as if his damaged cells are being repaired at a fantastic rate. I cannot explain it. I did not expect him to live out the day.”

“Maybe you’re a better doctor than you think,” Sinclair said good-naturedly.


“Not that good. I healed what damage I could, but the knife wound was quite extensive. Major organs took damage, Jeff.”


“Well, this station is being built on miracles. Perhaps we have a few to spare.”


“Perhaps...”


Stirring fitfully, Nigel coughed as tried to rise. “Jeff?”


“Yes Nigel?”


“Thank god.” And he promptly fell back again, unconscious.


After a glance at the monitors, Kyle said, “Its okay. He’s just sleeping.”


“Good. Let me know when he is awake. We need to talk to him.”


“Of course,” Dr. Kyle smiled, as Jeff headed back out.
* * * * *


Outside of the Minbari Ambassador’s quarters, Delenn said, “Again, my thanks to you and your companion. The real Scroll of Valen has been retrieved now.”


“Ambassador?” Della began. “If I may ask, what is on the Scroll?”


“Nothing of consequence to you. Merely historical data written by our greatest leader,” Delenn replied.


“I see,” Della replied. She didn’t quite believe Delenn, but she thought it prudent not to question it further.


“Now if you’ll excuse me, I have important business to conclude.” Delenn stepped back into her quarters to join La’thon.


As the trio walked towards the lift, Za’Tark looked at Talon questioningly. He merely shrugged, in an all too disturbingly human fashion.


As they neared the corner they all stiffened at the sound of a door swooshing open. Turning, they all looked back towards Delenn’s quarters to see a Vorlon standing there half in and half out of the doorway. The eye irised open for a moment and the head bowed slightly. Then he was gone as the door closed.


“Did we just see what I think we just saw?” Za’Tark asked, shocked?


“I think we did,” Della replied, equally awed.


“Maybe, what did you think you saw?” Talon said cagily.


As the trio continued towards the lifts, Za’Tark snapped, “Knock it off with that ‘what-do-you-think-you saw, garbage.”


“I’m only trying to help,” Talon smiled.


Forestalling an argument as they entered the lift, Della asked, “I thought Universe Today said that the Vorlons weren’t expected for another few months?” 

The lift doors shut, as Talon nodded. “Officially, you are correct. Unofficially…” He shrugged again.


“Oh that’s a big help,” Za’Tark grumped.


“Best I can do. In my capacity as a field agent, I am sometimes compromised by what I do and do not know.”


“Officially?” Della said as she called the lift.


“Or even unofficially?” Za’Tark chimed in.


“Precisely,” Talon replied as they entered. “Now, as I am on an expense account, let us go enjoy a nice dinner. There is a restaurant here called the Fresh Air which I have been reliably told is very good.”


“Sounds good,” Della said.


“Yes, it does. But first I have to place a call,” Za’Tark chimed in.


Eagerly, Della started saying, “Matr…”


“…Yes,” Za’Tark finished meaningfully.


END OF ADVENTURE 1

� Narn for “baby”.
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