Chapter 1.

The tall Narn strode out from the bunker entrance across the dusty landing field, approaching the large freighter. Though slightly apprehensive, she approached the airlock with slow confidence, giving the winds time to blow away the small dust storm that The Lost Love’s engines had created. In the predawn light, the desert region of Tighron seemed not so much to be a planet, but more a lost moon in a sea of indigo and black. The stars twinkled and glittered directly above her and her pirate base, but in the east, they were already fading as the sun announced itself.

At the sound of a metallic thump on the tarmac, Za’Tark approached the ship’s entrance. Though covered by several snipers, their only true aid would come in vengeance if anything went wrong. Her leader trusted this particular human though, and his crew, but treachery amongst thieves was universal and so it never hurt to be overly cautious. She touched the hilt of her Katok reverently and then adjusted her flak-vest. As a shadow appeared in the doorway, she tensed.

In two steps, a tall human with light brown hair, several days growth of beard and tired, brown eyes came over to her.

“Black Blade,” the human greeted her perfunctorily.

“Ace,” she replied evenly. Though she had dealt with him a few times over the last couple of years, something about him troubled her, and probably always would.

“Got the money?” 

‘Direct as always,’ she mused. “Yes,” she replied, swinging the satchel into view from behind her back. “Do you have the supplies?”

“Of course, my dear. Do you think I would ever disappoint one of my best clients?”

“It has occurred to me, yes.”

“Well don’t worry,” Nigel ‘Ace’ Keller replied with some hauteur, “I always come through. For my best customers, the only reason I would fail them is because I am dead.”

“Laudable,” she replied with a toothy grin that was anything but kind, taking from him the data pad containing the cargo manifest. After a quick glance at it, she asked, “How long will this take?” She then waved the ‘stand-by’ towards the nearby bunker.

“Not long. We’ll be gone just after sun up. We still have a legitimate schedule to keep.” Behind them, the freighter’s large cargo ramp clanged down and several of Za’tark’s men surged out from the bunker. Forty feet away, a giant double-door in the sand slid open by the back of the freighter, revealing a long ramp descending into blackness.

“Good,” Za’tark began, “The League of non aligned worlds has been sending patrol ships into this system with increasing frequency of late. Myself, and Karnak, would both hate for you to run afoul of them.”

“As would I my dear, as would I.”  Nigel lit a cigarette then as his crew and hers began shifting the cargo. After a second puff, Nigel pulled out his hip flask from his brown leather flight jacket. Wiping the spout on his ship coveralls, he took a sip and sighed contentedly. Leaning back against a lone empty crate, he took another, bigger gulp and was about to reseal the flask when he hesitated. Turning to Za’tark, he asked, “Would you like some?”

She glanced at it suspiciously for a moment then took the flask. After a small swallow she inquired, “Brandy?”

“Scotch.”

“Ahh. Very nice,” Za’tark said, and handed to flask back. It had burned going down, but tasted quite good. She thought she was familiar with most human alcoholic drinks, and was pleasantly surprised to find out she didn’t know this one.

Nigel nodded, pocketing the flask. “Money?” he intoned.

“In a moment,” Activating a comm-link, Za’tark said, “Della?”

“Coming,” replied a light, almost flighty sounding voice.
Nigel smiled to himself at that. He always looked forward to seeing Della. Though much shorter than he liked in a woman, Nigel found Della’s beautiful auburn hair and green eyes quite entrancing. They had a way of piercing through a man’s soul, but without judgement or reproach. No wonder Karank has her as his right hand, Nigel mused, She does make for a lovely distraction. The Narn on the other hand…well, Nigel never thought much of inter-species dating, but then again Za’tark probably never did either. Nigel wondered if he should ask her about her mating habits. As more work lights around the landing strip came on, Nigel noticed the sword strapped to her back, and promptly gave the thought a miss. ‘She’d probably cut it off.’ He snorted in amusement.

“Something?” Za’tark asked.

“No, mate,” he replied dismissively. Scuffing his foot against the tarmac he realized there was nothing to do but wait. He could help them unload, but too many people moving around in the cargo bay could be just as bad as good. ‘No, nothing to do but wait,’ he thought.

Della appeared out of the top of the bunker stairwell wearing an Earth Alliance flak vest over her jumpsuit. Za’tark noticed that she had her knapsack with her. She came up to Za’tark then, saying, “Is that the supply list?”

Genuinely smiling now, Za’tark passed over the data pad, saying, “Yes, here it is. Make sure everything here matches the cargo received.”

Grinning, Della said, “Of course. It wouldn’t do to have the old man angry this early in the morning. Hey Nigel.”

Nodding, Nigel said, “Della.”

He watched the twenty-something year-old woman walk towards the back of his ship.

With almost a snarl, Za’tark said, “Don’t appreciate the view too much. If Karnak thought you were taking advantage of his hospitality, he’d rip your heart out. Or have me do it.”

As Za’tark was Karnak’s military hand, that was a viable threat. Why she was grinning at the thought, Nigel wondered, was anyone’s guess. That aside though, the young Narn’s posturing was annoying in the extreme. Of all the possibly responses, though Nigel simply said, “My dear Blade, it’s bad form to bite the hand that brings your food.”

“Just remember that, is all.”

‘Oh grand,’ Nigel thought. ‘This next forty-five minutes is going to be fun.’ “It’s also bad form to threaten the goose that lays the golden eggs.” 

He was standing now, facing her. Za’tark read his body language clearly. He was ready for a fight. 

Her reputation as a warrior, both in single combat and as a capable mercenary commander, was well known. The Centauri wanted her for crimes that had been committed against them when they had occupied Narn, even though that hadn’t been her, but her guardian. However, Za’tark herself was wanted by several governments in the League in her own right, and they would be happy to see her body atomized. Though feared and respected throughout the League worlds, she knew that some felt her reputation was more propaganda than fact. ‘Kellar knows the truth,’ she thought. ‘He wouldn’t think I was bluffing?’ And then, with crystal clarity, she understood what it was about Nigel that had always bothered her.

He didn’t care. 

Though she was too good at what she did to ever show weakness, those three little words sent shivers up her spine.

He didn’t care. And for the first time since she was a child, Za’Tark felt a trickle of doubt.






*

Gravestown, some eighty kilometers north west of Karnak’s pirate base, was not the best place in the galaxy to be. Talon knew of only a few others that were worse, and would rather his current mission required he visit none of them. As it was, he’d been to one of them already. Considering the less than appealing populace that roamed about this benighted tip, the Minbari was still pretty sure this place was better than his last stop. However, being fairly conversant with the Human language of basic since the War, the name of the town did not inspire hope. 


The wind was picking up as the sun began to rise in the east, but it was still dark enough for him not to be noticed. He was glad he was wearing his old dark Warrior’s uniform instead of the white Religious robes he had recently acquired. Though some of his clan, the Stone Pikes, did not understand why his heart had become Religious, they at least respected his wishes. The fact that his change had lead to his advancement to such an extent that he now knew several members of the Grey Council personally was no small source of pride for his clan.


That he was prowling through the muck and filth of an alien planet was to say the least, depressing. That he had no other choice was galling. As he made his way silently through the alley, he put all other considerations from his mind, concentrating fully on his surroundings: Specifically, the tin shacks that surrounded him and more importantly, their occupants. Though it was still night, Talon’s observation of the place since his arrival yesterday, showed the town to be almost as active now as it was during the day. 


Checking his bearings once more, he cautiously crept forward, risking a glance into the brighter main street. Guarded by the shadows of the alley he was still less than hopeful that his presence would go unnoticed. Across the street and over two rows of shacks away was his goal. The trail he had followed for the last few weeks had lead him from the Brakiri homeworld to an old Markab, now hiding here on Tighron. The specifics of why the Markab was here were still unknown, but his information as to where had at least been accurate. Talon had spent part of the previous day watching his target and his movements as well as the environs; though he would have preferred to extend his observation time, something had been bothering him since he had arrived. His sixth sense, perhaps? Talon was slightly telepathic, but not to any great extent. Rather, he relied heavily on his hunches and to date they had yet to let him down. That something was out of the ordinary here in this backwater was obvious. Particulars though? Well, every time he thought about it, it gave him the shivers. He pressed on, circling in behind old Kril’nator’s hut, attempting to get one more take on the immediate environs; the last thing he needed was to find out about a competitor.
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Della snorted to herself as her mind briefly swept over Za’Tark and Nigel. They had dealt with each other before and yet they always seemed to be sparring on one level or another. Shaking her head she glanced back down at the data-pad in her hand. Everything was in order, but she knew that even before she’d come out of the bunker; a cursory scan of the smugglers had revealed that while they may be shady, they were neither foolish to double cross Karnak, nor stupid enough to allow their own suppliers to pull one over on them. Karnak was right to trust this particular free-lance branch of his network. 


In some of her travels throughout Karnak’s growing empire, she had met many of it’s ‘branches’ and had found for the most part, an overwhelming sense of greed that was both disturbing, and refreshing; though they would sell anything for a profit, their respect for Karnak and his very lucrative efficiency kept them all in line. Some criminals like Mal di’Dean the slaver, ruled through fear, and had been constantly challenged. Karnak on the other hand, had had only two attempts on his life, the last being over eighteen months ago, when an Earth Force security officer had stumbled into him in a back alley on Proxima. Karnak had quickly rendered the officer unconscious, but it had been close. Though she had fallen for Karnak because of his charisma, she was grateful for the fact that he wasn’t a cold-blooded killer. There was only so much that even she would tolerate.


Nodding to herself as the crews came back up the cargo ramp, she saw that the last two loads were almost ready to be shifted into the hanger. She looked off to east as she came down the cargo ramp out of the freighter. ‘What was that?’ she wondered. Had she heard something? No other flights were expected for today until dusk. ‘So what was…’


A P.A. blared to life suddenly, “We are under attack!!! I repeat we under attack by League Forces! They have entered the south bunker and are making their way through the base…” The sound of slug throwers reverberated from the P.A. as that part of Karnak’s Base went silent.


On the field itself, mayhem seemed to take hold, but that is only how it would appear to an outside observer. Heavy weapon emplacements rose out of the ground around the bunker and the landing field. Concealed hangar bay doors slid away as almost a dozen vessels rode up on giant lifts, with techs and pilots scrambling to prepare for air-combat. Troops, armed with a variety of assault weapons ran out of the bunker, heading for both the anti-aircraft and anti-personnel weapons. Over the P.A. and personal comms orders barked out from the central command deep within the bunker.


Over his comm-link, running beside Za’Tark, Nigel was barking his own orders to his crew. “Jimmy, get into the dorsal turret! Charlie, get the ship powered up!!” He received acknowledgment of his orders as he joined Za’Tark in the weapon turret nearest his ship. Za’Tark was already scanning the radar readout. 


She cursed loudly. “What is it?” Nigel demanded loudly.


“We got incoming and they’re being fired from beyond our weapon’s range.”


Glancing at the readout in front of Za’tark, Nigel suddenly screamed, “Get out of the ship! Get out of it now!” He was too late. As the first missiles landed, both his ship and four others on the flight deck were obliterated and he found himself smashed to the ground. Za’Tark, as the dust began settling, quickly grabbed up Nigel from under her and ordered, “Start firing, they’re coming from the east!”


“Those Bastards!!! Those bloody bastards!!” Nigel roared, his British accent thickening, as he swung the anti-aircraft weapon around. He sighted far to the east, madly depressing the firing stud.


“Della!!!” Za’Tark cried out. Running from the relative security of the weapon emplacements, she was now zig-zagging across the field back towards the bunker. As she went past the smoking ruins of The Lost Love, she saw several bodies scattered beyond the entrance. She only prayed that Della had hit the dirt in time, or had even made it to the stairs or the ramp. “Della!!” she called again. 


Here.

A flash of the bottom of the bunker stairs appeared in Za’Tark’s mind and she quickly fled down the long stairs. “Della?”


“I’m okay, hon,” Della replied. “Good thing I kept the gymnastics up, eh?”


Shaking her head in disbelief, Za’Tark could only marvel at the young human’s good luck. She quickly helped Della up and they both fled back up the stairs.


As they reached the top, the P.A. blared again, this time it was Karnak himself who was issuing the orders. “Everyone, abandon the base! I repeat, abandon the base! We will hold them off at the central junction, but sensors show more troops and ships coming from orbit! Get out while you can, stay hidden and follow the evac-plan to the letter! We will have our revenge!”


A sob escaped from Della as she and Za’Tark fled towards the north side of the landing field near Nigel, where three of his surviving crew of seven, had made it to him. Though battered and bloodied, they were game to get in on the fight and were now passing ammo as fast as Nigel could fire it.


“Nigel!” Za’Tark bellowed, “We are leaving!”


“I’m open to suggestions,” he replied without looking up from the scanners. All along the three hundred meter long strip, the weapons were firing a murderous response to the lethal rain. “YEAH!!!” Nigel roared victoriously, as three red blips on his display screen vanished. In the distance the fireballs could be seen against the rising sun. Cheers went up along the strip from the other manned weapons. 


“Karnak ordered us to retreat!” Za’Tark snapped.


“I know, but where?” Near the bunker entrances, the few surviving ships had already taken off. Streaks in the sky could be seen moving to intercept.


“Over there, just over that hill!” Della pointed.


Nigel risked a glance behind him and saw a couple dozen pirates making a run for a secluded platform that had a couple of small freighters on it. “Right behind you! All of you, go with them!!” this last was said to his three remaining crew. They quickly grabbed their weapons and fled after the retreating duo.


Della and Za’Tark hadn’t even waited for that as they’d quickly bolted for the relative safety of the distant ships. Already the eastern most weapons along the runway were destroyed. Pirates from that end were already running past the smoking hulk that was Nigel’s ship. And still more League missiles came down.


“Della? What do you have?”


“My escape bag,” she panted. This was turning out to be a bad day, indeed. “You?”


“10,000 Credits, my I.D. cards and my honour!” she replied.

“Za’Tark, what will we do if Karnak doesn’t make it out?” Della asked fearfully.


“Matron’s off-planet,” Za’Tark began, referring to her guardian, the first Black Blade.  Both Matron and Za’tark had been grateful to Karnak and his timely rescue of them all those years ago, but as Matron had always said, ‘Practicality before a fall.’ Za’Tark realized that Karnak’s star was falling very quickly. Best to put some distance between them and him. “She’ll take care of us.”


“I hope that won’t be necessary.”


“Me too!” Za’Tark risked a glance behind and saw Nigel’s crew, two men and one woman, trailing her and Della. At a bit of a further distance, they saw Nigel bringing up the rear, along with a couple more of Karnak’s pirates. As they neared the closest ship, Za’Tark realized she had the makings of good crew. If she could keep them together, they’d all be okay. But even if she couldn’t, keeping Della close to her would still be a good way to make a profit out of this fiasco. She never understood why Karnak had kept Della so well informed about his operations, but she now had some inkling and that alone answered almost every question she ever had about the small human female.


Several explosions ripped around them as the group approached the ship. Za’Tark and Della ran in, but Nigel was helping Jill and Charlie carry Sammy. The burly pirate at the door halted them, yelling, “He’s dead! There’s no room! Throw him over there!” 

Before anyone could react, Charlie had a knife plunging into the pirate’s chest, vaulting him over his head. Jill and Nigel hefted the sagging Sammy up inside into the main hold where everyone ahead of them was already strapping in. An even larger pirate, a giant Drazi, was about to sit down when Nigel swore at him while pushing him aside. The Draz was about to make an issue of it when Za’Tark came back to the door from the passenger compartment, blaring, “We don’t have time!! Strap in!!!”

The draz instantly obeyed, sitting down next to Sammy. Jill strapped him in and then herself while Charlie stormed up towards the cockpit, waving his knife at the pilots and yelling, “Get this thing in the air!!!”

The engines were already humming as Za’Tark, aided by Nigel, helped the last couple of pirates in. The two Brakiri scrambled out of the way while the ship began rolling, finally lifting off. Za’Tark and Nigel strained against the increased pressure to get the door shut. 

Della was calmly walking through the large aft compartment, telling people to strap in and trying to keep everything calm. Inside though, she was in turmoil; Karnak’s position inside the base, while relatively secure, was slowly being whittled away at and his troops were taking heavy casualties. ‘Unlike the League troops,’ she thought.
Even from so far a distance, she could read his confusion, his fear and ever growing despair. But, she also felt his love for her, and before the distance became too great, she called out to him. In her mind she heard his reply, “I’ll be with you soon, my little star. Fear not.”
“I know, my love. And don’t worry. Za’Tark will keep me safe.”
“I know she will. See you soon.”
She took comfort at that and let Za’Tark lead her and Nigel into the front compartment. 

Nigel was exhausted. He hadn’t worked that hard, that quickly in such a long time. He shook his head. His ship smashed, his crew, mostly dead. ‘Any other day, but noooo, it had to be today that Karnak gets attacked.’ he thought despairingly.

Della, strapped in on the other side of the aisle, leaned over to Nigel “Nigel? Sammy is dead.”

Weariness settled about Nigel like a shroud as he sighed loudly, “I know.” He looked at her and his heart spoke volumes to her.

“I understand,” Della said solemnly. She was certainly leaving behind so much. Her home of the last two years was hard for her to give up. And she had often wondered why Karnak had made her start carrying her escape bag these last few months, but now she understood. Perhaps he’d had some idea that maybe there was a traitor within their midst, but he never revealed all of his secrets to her. She both loved and hated him for his preparation; love, for the obvious reasons that once things were settled, she would be in a good position to carry on, but she hated him for making it so convenient for her to abandon him. She had on her over 30,000 in Earth credits, plus a plethora of Idents as well as a PPG, several power caps and host of other equipment that could mean the difference between survival and death. She just wished she had packed the extra canteen, but that would soon no longer be a worry; they would see space shortly and then desert survival would be the least of her worries. She glanced ahead of her into the cockpit area and saw that the sun was half way up. And they were still skimming the planet surface.


“Why are we still in atmosphere?” Za’Tark asked, seemingly having read her mind. It was well known that Narn’s had had no telepaths for a long time, due to a plague or something, Della tried to recall. Maybe she had broadcasted the idea.


“The pilots are staying low to hopefully avoid League radar,” Nigel began, glancing out ahead through the cockpit. He indicated the other ship that was just ahead of them and continued, “When we reach the pole, we’ll launch out of there. The magnetic interference will play havoc with the enemy sensors and then we should be able to jump safely. If they haven’t blockaded the jump-gate, however.”


Both Della and Za’Tark were nodding as they digested the information, when suddenly the lead ship erupted into a ball of fire in front of them. Their own ship bucked and danced as it flew through the debris of its twin. The pilot was already angling the ship lower when another explosion sounded from behind them. Emergency lights began flashing madly, as the pilots fought to maintain control.


A loud whistling could be heard as the ground rushed up towards them and Nigel risked a glance behind them at the aft compartment. Through the small porthole in the door he could see bright daylight.


From the cockpit, the pilot screamed, “Here we go!”


And then no one knew anything after that.
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After about ten minutes, he was now outside of his destination. With a found stick he gently raised the scrap curtain. An old voice, shaky in timbre, but firm in resolve called in Basic from inside, “Alright, who are you?”


“I am Talon,” the Minbari replied. 


“Step into the light where I can see ya’,” the old voice ordered. “And keep them hands high an’ in sight.”


After a moment, Talon stepped silently in. Fully revealed in the faint flickering candlelight, Talon’s impressive frame dwarfed the tiny one-room hut.


With a snort of derision, the old and scarred Markab lowered his slug-thrower. “Minbar,” he nearly spat. “I shoulda’ known.”


“Indeed, revered one,” Talon said, and bowed with hands crossed in front of his chest in the traditional religious caste greeting. “May I sit?”


With an impatient flick of his wrist, the Markab indicated a low stool near the door. Sitting, Talon rested his hands on his knees and said, “Revered father, I have come for property of the Minbari Federation, that you are supposed to be in possession of.”


“Aye… and that is?”


“A scroll, very ancient and very valuable. Do you have it?”


Eyeing the Minbari critically, the Markab said, “I might. But who are that it should be handed over.”


“I am Talon, of the Stone Pikes. Once warrior, now my heart is religious. I have been tasked to find the Third Scroll of Valen, to bring it home to the Minbari people. Do you have it?”


“I trust money will be no object?”


“Money itself is not the object, old father, but the ire of the Minbari should be the greater concern.”


A snort of derision escaped from the Markab’s lips as he said, “You truly believe that posturing will gain you anything?”


Smiling widely the Minbari said, “I didn’t think it would hurt,” and he shrugged his shoulders in an all too human fashion.


Bemusement turned to amusement as the Markab laughed. “I like you boned one. You have spirit. No money is required, save that you remember this; home is always the end of the journey.”


Now it was Talon’s turn to have his smile go from amusement to bemusement. The expression was obscure and Talon diligently thought about it for a moment. With a studious look still on his face, Talon paused dramatically for several moments then said. “I think I understand you.” He reached into his vestments for some money. He had been prepared to pay handsomely for the Scroll, but as that was not required, he felt some certain amount of gratitude. He thanked Valen his sojourn here was almost finished, and handed over three chits, each worth 200 Earth credits. 


The old Markab grinned saying, “Thank you. You’ll find it in the middle drawer there in a wooden box,” he indicated an old desk next to Talon. “Hopefully it contains the answers you will need,” he added. The Minbari quickly pulled it out. He opened the box and saw the scroll looped with a strange multihued and faded ribbon and sealed with crumbling wax. Gently lifting the scroll out, he studied the seal and the writing on it. Satisfied the vellum was ancient, he quickly closed the box.


“The Minbari government thanks you, Kril’nator. Now I must depart.”


Nodding, the old Markab said, “Indeed. The sun is almost full risen and if you could make your way secretly, I would be most grateful.”


A quick nod, and Talon silently departed. A small explosion, quickly followed by another, sounded from somewhere towards the south of the city. Though short on time, his curiosity was piqued. He quickly headed off in that direction. As he went, a flight of League ships went flying past high overhead.
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Struggling fretfully, Nigel suddenly roared into full awareness. “Oh god, oh god, oh god!” Grabbing his combat knife, he quickly carved away his safety belts and then shifted the seats that had stacked against him.


“Della! Za’Tark! Get up. That bloody ship will be back any second!”


“Working on it!” Za’Tark yelled. She shifted some ship wreckage off of her and Della, then got both of them standing on the sloping deck of the ship. Della was shaken, but otherwise unhurt. Za’Tark had some cuts and bruises, but nothing serious. She had gotten worse taking a shower, she mused. Della grinned lopsidedly.


“You okay?”


“I’m fine ‘Tark. I wanna go home now?” Della said, slightly dazed.


“Ahh, no honey, we can’t. Home is probably a smoking crater by now.”


“Damn,” she replied weakly.


After a quick glance to the aft, seeing that it stared straight up into the sky, she called out, “Ace? How do we get outta here?”


“Through the cockpit,” Nigel replied through gritted teeth. “Come on!”


Za’Tark helped Della maneuver past the debris strewn front compartment and into the cockpit. The two pilots were dead, bloodily slumped over their controls. She saw Nigel with a large fire axe, battering away at the mangled super-structure around the left side cockpit windows. Four more swings made a decent enough means of egress and Nigel leapt through, landing roughly on the sand below.


“Hurry up! I think I hear it!” Nigel called out.


Za’Tark helped Della go through legs first, and lowered her quickly into Nigel’s waiting hands. A moment later she was beside them, all of them making a mad dash for… she couldn’t believe it! They had crashed next to Gravestown. The three of them huddled against the lee of the south wall, quickly brushing sand over them. A large interceptor, Drazi by design, flew over them, unloading several rounds into the remainder of the ship’s hull. The heavy high-explosive, armour- piercing rounds battered the cockpit and fore compartment. The remainder of the ship suddenly groaned, tilting backwards, rolling down the small hill. After another pass, the interceptor flew off, joining it’s wing-mates back towards the burning pirate base.


Coughing uncontrollably, Za’Tark burst from the sand.


“I don’t care what it takes, I will have my revenge!” Za’Tark screamed. Drawing her Katok, Za’Tark, running her palm across the blade, cried out loudly, “I declare ‘Shon’car’ upon you!”


“Yes, yes, wonderful,” Nigel began, “But not today, luv, and not here. Let’s get out of this heat, shall we. And before that bastard decides to make another run.”


“Yes, please,” Della opined.


With resignation and slouching shoulders, Za’Tark acquiesced. “Alright. The entrance is that way, about fifty meters.” Wiping the blade clean with a cloth, she re-sheathed her sword.


“I got a better idea. Over the wall, there. There’s a gap, about ten feet up,” Nigel pointed in the other direction.


Za’Tark nodded. After wrapping some cloth around her palm, she replaced her glove and dashed behind the others for the wall. She tried leaping up, but found she couldn’t quite make it. Nigel quickly boosted her up and then got Della up high enough for Za’Tark to help her. With the help of Della’s shoulder bag strap, Nigel hauled himself up with the others pulling. In the shade of the crumbling crenellation, they rested.


Nigel pulled out his hip flask, while Della fumbled with a small water bottle. Za’Tark had nothing, but the other two shared. A little alcohol to steady the nerves and a little water to wash it down, Nigel thought. By silent agreement, they would rest there for a few minutes. Though Gravestown was officially the only part left of the League still on the planet of Tighron, the security and other civilized amenities were few. The star-port on the North side was almost as flagrant as Karnak’s had been when it came to the rules, save that bribery, surprisingly, was not generally required at Karnak’s to land or take off.
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‘What is going on around here?’ Talon demanded of the fates. No answer was immediately forthcoming. Most of the denizens were up and about, ostensibly to take care of business before the heat of the day became too oppressive, but the explosions at the south wall seemed to be distracting everybody. With some regret he needed to get away from the south wall, if for no other reason then to avoid notice; he had seen some League ships landing in and around the city and he wondered how much fuss there would be when he went to lift off. 

Too much time was going by he realized. And besides, if any help were required, there would be plenty from the locals. He turned around well before the gate, but realized he would have a hard time getting through the press of sentient beings all trying to find out what happened.


He saw a small ladder to his left that led to a rooftop on one of the sturdier buildings and realized he had reached a nicer part of the town… if such a thing were possible. He quickly climbed up to the top of the two-story building, slithering over the lip to avoid his profile being seen against the sky from a distance, a habit more of reflex then for any really good cause. With a quick glance, he saw he had a fairly clear path to the north and west parts of town and if he could get over the wall, he might be able to get off planet before the League locked things down. 
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“Is that… is that a Minbari warrior?” Za’Tark asked quite surprised by the apparition.


Slightly nervously, Nigel asked, “Where?”


“There, on that rooftop.” Za’Tark pointed past Nigel. Nigel glanced behind him.
They could just make out the Warrior’s movements as he crossed from rooftop to another.


“Aye, that’s a warrior alright,” Nigel shuddered. He had fought against the Minbari during the war, mostly from a cockpit, but once on the ground. An advance scout unit had landed at Proxima, but Nigel’s fighter unit along with the 357th Gropos squad had surprised them. The fight was short and brutal and even though the earth force troops had them outnumbered four to one, nearly half of them were killed or wounded in the fight. The Minbari died to a man, refusing to be taken prisoner. Most of Nigel’s squad mates had only their basic training to fall back on, but watching the Gropos in action quickly taught the fighter jocks a few things about hand-to-hand combat. Many of them wished they could have foregone the lesson.


“Come on, we should be getting out of here, too,” Za’Tark chimed. “League troops will be coming here in Force and we don’t want to be found.”


The two humans nodded their agreement, and the trio quickly slid down into the city. Stealthily approaching the first rank of small buildings, Nigel glanced around a corner. That’s when they all heard the voice from behind them call out. Turning around, they saw five forms disengage themselves from the shadows of the nearby wall.


“I said, ‘hand over your valuables, you human trash,” repeated the taller alien.


“Huh? Oh sure,” Nigel said calmly. The tallest of the aliens came forward, his blade menacing, as Nigel reached into his jacket. Pulling out his Colt 45, Nigel quickly jammed the gun into the alien’s mouth breaking several teeth in the process. Grinning madly, Nigel added, “Well… you may have had a lousy day, but now it gets worse.”  Nigel then fired.


The alien’s companions, clustered behind their leader, found themselves covered with his brains.

For several heartbeats, no one moved. 

Za’Tark suddenly let out a war cry, charging the next nearest attacker, drawing her Katok as she went. Swinging down at one of their attackers, she would’ve cut the Brakiri in two, but he managed to sidestep the initial swipe, only to get grazed along the chest instead. As Della primed her PPG, the familiar power-up chirp audible, Nigel pulled his gun out of the fast falling body. He aimed at another thug closing on him and fired. Click-click went his gun as he realized it was jammed. Another would be robber moved in on him at that moment, and all Nigel could do was club at the closest to him with the pistol butt. 
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From his vantage point, Talon had seen the three people climb down from the wall. He had even heard the first attacker make his demands. He was already coming to investigate when he heard the pistol go off. As the Narn cried out in anger, Talon already had his Denn’bok out and ready for action. As a PPG reported several times, Talon realized that the human male was the only one having serious problems. He had two on him, while the Narn, several paces away, was nearly finished carving up her target. The human female was sighting again on her target and with almost uncanny foresight, would fire an instant before her target appeared and dropped him. Talon took the whole scene in within a moment and jumped down behind the two aliens threatening the tall human. One of his attackers turned at the sudden noise and for his troubles had his head smacked three times by the fighting pike. He dropped without another sound. Nigel kicked out at his remaining foe sending him sprawling backwards. For the split second, Nigel worked away at the jam, sending the broken tooth and several rounds ejecting high into the morning sky. 


Aiming for the chest, he fired once. 


At the same time, Della fired her PPG at the back of the thug.


Talon, standing near Nigel, brought his pike crashing down on the attacker’s head and left shoulder. 

Za’Tark, thrust her sword in just below the attacker’s right shoulder blade. 

For several seconds, the tableau held. Za’Tark withdrew her blade then, and the final attacker fell, boneless to the ground.


For several moments more, the foursome eyed each other with equal parts suspicion, doubt, hesitancy and gratitude. Slowly Nigel lowered his weapon, while Talon and he stared intently at each other. But it was Della who broke the silence, saying, “Thank you, Minbari.”


“Talon,” the Minbari warrior stated.


“Thank you Talon,” Della reiterated.


“Yes, thank you,” Za’Tark added. She looked towards Nigel who was still staring suspiciously at Talon.


In a gesture that shocked Della and Nigel, the Minbari stuck out his hand as if waiting for a handshake. 


Automatic reactions took over then and Nigel brought up his right hand, which Talon promptly shook. The grip felt like a vice, but Nigel had managed to flex his hand wide enough to avoid it being crushed.


After a moment, Nigel said, “I guess the galaxy still has a surprise or two left for me after all.”


“And I,” Talon replied. “I never thought I would find myself fighting with a human fighter pilot again,” and his glance indicated he saw the shoulder patch of Nigel’s old unit.


A new mix of emotions washed over Nigel. Having barely survived the Battle of the Line, he was torn between vengeance and letting go of the past. “Indeed, now if you’ll excuse us, I’m sure we’ve attracted far too much attention. Thank you and good luck to you,” he said brusquely. With a glance at Della and Za’Tark he quickly headed along an alley away from the south wall. The two women looked at each other, shrugged and with a smiling nod of thanks at Talon, headed off after Nigel. Talon nodded once in reply and quickly resumed his original trek across town towards the West wall.
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After several moments, when the trio came out into a main street, Della asked, “Za’Tark, where is this Kril’Nator?”


“About another kilometer to the north. Other side of the Market square. He’ll be able to arrange hiding for us. There is no way we’ll be able to get off this planet now.”


“I wonder what that Minbari will do to get off planet?” Della asked.


“Probably beat the security team with his bloody stick,” Nigel said derisively.


Smiling, Della said, “That’s hardly kind. He did help us”


“There is no love lost betwixt myself and the Minbari. Besides, we would’ve been fine.” Nigel replied with finality


“Why?” Za’tark asked, genuinely intrigued. She realized it might have something to do with the war, but there had been such a change to Nigel’s body language she wondered if it was something more.


“When we’re safe and sound, ask me about it then,” and Nigel kept walking at that, refusing to be drawn out any further.


Passing through the shantytown, the trio was soon crossing the Market Square. A few minutes later they came upon their goal. To Za’Tark, it hadn’t changed in the last few months since she’d been there, but then nothing in Gravestown ever did. 


“Kril?” Za’Tark called out.


From within, the wizened voice called out, “Yes? Who is it?”


“It’s me, Za’Tark. I need your help.”


“Well come in, my child. And quickly,” Kril’nator said. “The Streets are becoming unsafe.”


The three of them hurried in, greeted by the old Markab’s sincere pleasure. Gesturing to the various large cushions and stool, Kril’nator said, “Sit my friends, sit. Za’Tark, you must introduce me.”


“This is Della, and this is Nigel,” Za’Tark replied.


Kril’nator bowed his head at Nigel, but then took Della’s hand and gently kissed it. “A pleasure. Now sit and make yourselves at home. How can Kril’nator help you?”


“We need to hide,” Za’Tark said.


“Ahhh, I see. So then it’s true. The pirate base has been over run.”


“Yes,” Della said roughly. “Karnak may…  be dead,” she added, trying to reign in her turning emotions. “But we can’t go back there, not with all the League troops running around both there and here.”


“Kril’nator, we need you to hide us, and fast,” Za’Tark said. “The streets are unsafe.”


“Have no fear, Kril’nator will attend you all.” He thought for a moment, then said, “That trunk you sit upon Nigel has several cloaks that should conceal you handily. I shall escort you to a friend of mine. She’s not far. Now hurry.”


Standing up, Nigel tossed the pillows aside. He quickly opened the trunk and whipped out the first three clumps of fabric he could find. Donning their disguises, they quickly followed Kril’nator out.


Several small blocks later, Kril’nator lead them into a large two-story warehouse on the west side of the Market. The trio waited along the wall as Kril’nator spoke in hushed tones at someone within the shadows of the doorway. After several moments, Kril’nator waved them all to him.


Once inside, and the large wooden door shut, they found themselves in a plain small room with several chairs. There was another smaller metal door across from the one they had entered but the rest of the room was otherwise empty. They were the only ones there. Whoever Kril’nator had spoken to must have already gone on.


Impatiently, Nigel asked, “What happens now?” He was glancing constantly at both doors.


“Now, if they can, they will hide you.”


“How much is this going to cost us?” Nigel asked.


“One hundred earth credits per night, each” Kril’nator announced.


“That’s extortion,” Della blared. 

Nigel too was in agreement and Za’Tark said, with a hint of menace, “I would not like to think that we were being taken advantage of, Kril’nator.”


A new voice spoke out at that moment, as the metal door swung open, “I would not ill treat friends of Kril’nator. That would be bad for business. However… it is a sellers market as you Earthers say. And with the Pirate base gone, a new source of income must be looked for.”  


“Ahh, Drex’gwalla,” Kril’nator said. The new arrival nodded in Kril’nator’s direction.


Nigel was already lowering his weapon, as was Della, when they saw the young Brakiri female step further into the room. She was flanked by two Hyach, both of whom were armed and armoured. “And you have to understand that in the last hour, my town has been invaded by troops from the League Forces, and while they are here, they are bad for business. My… trade, if you grant, will diminish quickly in many areas.”


“I’m sure we’re sympathetic to your problems,” Nigel began, his rancor evident, “what with our own plates so empty and all. But you, madam, have to understand that despite every hand turned against us in this town, we will not go quietly or be taken advantage of!”


Grinning in amusement, the Brakiri said, “I don’t doubt it, and were it only the town you could easily have your way, but my town is no longer mine alone. Observe,” and she pointed to the large screen above several chairs. The screen showed six different parts of town. One screen in particular showed the star-port, where, to everyone’s horror, dozens of troop transports were disgorging hundreds of league soldiers. Other screens displayed other groups of soldiers moving systematically through the city.


Whispering into Za’Tark’s ear, Della said, “I think they’re here to stay.”


Za’Tark nodded once, saying, “Thank you, Drex. Your offer is most fair and we shall pay you once a day as needed.”


Incredulous, Nigel choked off a reply, but he saw the steel in Za’tark’s eyes, and let it go. He wasn’t too keen to cross that sword. Besides, it was only money and he could make more. He hoped.
Drex’gwalla grinned widely, saying, “Follow me, and we shall get you protected.” As they left the foyer, the sound of troops marching past could be heard, and all of them shuddered.
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The press of people trying to get off the planet was almost crushing, and were it not for Talon’s great strength, he might well have been trampled, though as it was, he had saved several people, righting them before they could be hurt beyond simple bruising. 

As he reached the front of the line, bulling his way through while leading an old Markab woman, Talon reached out for the closest soldier and blared over the din of panicking people, “What the hell is going on here?”

“Hey, let go!” cried the startled soldier. 

Talon lifted him off of his feet at that, and then drawing the shaken Drazi soldier closer to 

his face, said, “I have business off planet, and I suggest you and your fellows stand aside! Unless you wish the full wrath of Minbari warriors raining fire upon your heads?”


“Uh…uh, I…eerrr,” the young trooper stuttered.


“I thought so,” said Talon and he pushed the soldier to one side, forcefully heading to his own ship. No one interfered with him as the soldiers quickly closed ranks behind him and the old woman. He left her in the shade of a small out-building to the landing strip, leaving her five hundred credits as means of paying passage, and promptly headed for his ship. She wanted to get back to Markab, but his destination was in another direction. 


Several minutes later, as his flyer began its warm-up cycle, he realized in the cool of the cockpit that he had not played it very suavely with the guards, but he had run out of time and patience and cared very little for whatever reasons the League was there. Perhaps it had something to do with the Narn and two humans he had met earlier, perhaps not. As the ship lifted off, Talon’s demeanor calmed dramatically.


Clearing the atmosphere a short time later, he wondered briefly if the heat had been the cause of his over reaction. Regardless, if Delenn found out about his outburst, chances were good that he would find himself meditating over the situation for a long time to come.


Pointing his ship at the jump-gate he stilled his mind even more, focusing on the tasks at hand. Within minutes the familiar blue swirl of the entrance to hyperspace awaited him. Gratefully, his ship leapt into the broiling maelstrom, leaving behind the heavy and cloying dust of Tighron.
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TO BE CONTINUED…

