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The Dream

Deep red starlight filtered through the spherical cathedral window of her luxurious chambers. The bedroom, cast in shadows the color of blood, was silent and peaceful. Usually, this was one of the few places she could rest but not tonight.

With a jolt, she sat upright in her grand bed, her scarlet satin sheets damp with sweat. She expectantly glanced to her left and parted her softly curved lips as if to speak. Her words died with a short breath as the realization came that she was alone. She had forgotten, of course she was alone. However, her unremembered solitude wasn’t what disturbed her, for the dream returned. A dream which had been absent for many years, and she’d hoped would never come back.

Control, her thoughts drilled in his voice, never let yourself lose control. She drew a full, deep breath and felt the red in her delicate tanned cheeks smolder down. The torrents of the Cosmic Aura, invisible to most, were forced into a tranquil wave in her mind as she slowly soothed her emotions down. “Damn him,” she whispered with a warm smile, “even when he’s not here, he is.”

She let herself melt back onto the bed, tiny curling wisps of steam escaping the heavy silken mass of black hair which rested against the pillow. Unconsciously, her brow furrowed as her thoughts drifted.

How long has it been since I dreamed that? Years? A decade? Even though she wasn’t sure of how long, she was certain of the trigger that started it all. Oh yes, she recalled as she stared up at the window above her, the years melting away in her mind. The Rehabilitation Center, that was when this all started...



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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Justice

Angel let out a loud yawn as she tried to shut out her rehab counselor’s monotonous speech on self-improvement, and the better way of living in peace and harmony inside the ‘wonderful’ and ‘benevolent’ United Star Alliance.

“Wonderful” and “benevolent”, the young woman mused with a mixture of irony and fury. If that was so true, then why am I here? What did I do that was so terrible that I deserved to be locked up in this Alliance Rehabilitation Colony? Seriously?

For a moment, she struggled to block out the memories of her brief time with the Red Star Pirates, the fleeting thoughts enough to force her to admit some level of guilt. She absently rubbed the deep tan skin on her forearm as she bit her bottom lip, each memory layer stripping away until her thoughts were back at the primitive world where she and her fellow pirate shipmates had been stranded. In her mind’s eye Angel saw him alone, the brash pirate captain who swept her off her feet and saved her, allowing her to escape from her home world of Tenebrous. She remembered him as she last saw him, standing amongst the Alliance Stellar Naval crew who finally arrived to rescue them. He was charming, charismatic, daring, and way too stupid. No, not stupid, she silently corrected herself with an inner sigh, but he had to do it, didn’t he? Maybe it was to prove something to his crew, who blamed him for crashing their ship there in the first place. However, the truth never eluded her. She knew it was merely a feeble attempt to protect his pride. Angel fidgeted nervously as the scene played itself again in her mind, the pirate captain’s gun coming up, his target clearly the Alliance ship’s captain. She wanted to yell, to warn the only people who could save them from their self-imposed prison, but instead it was not the pirate’s weapon which fired, but her own. She recalled, all too easily, the surge of power flowing through her body as the energy bolt struck the first man she ever loved, killing him instantly. Then she internally flinched as she remembered the pain that followed, as the Alliance stun beams enveloped her, sucking her into darkness.

Angel pushed the infuriating memory aside, her palm still tingling from the imprint of the first time she took a life. Glancing around the office again she tried not to laugh. Her actions saved their fleet captain’s life, and the reward was twenty Solar years at a rehab colony, branded a pirate and a murderer. That’s the United Star Alliance’s brand of justice for you.

“And...” continued Doctor Reid, in her monotone speech, not even noticing her patient’s vacant eyes, “so it is like the phoenix which we are named for. We like to cast aside the inmate’s old life, burning it away if you will, to replace it with a fresh new outlook. This will lead the rehabilitated inmate to start anew, beginning over as a happy and productive member of the United Star Alliance...”

Angel tuned out the rest, her gaze focused on the shining gold plaque behind the counselor. In proud letters it read:

Phoenix

Deep Space Rehabilitation Station

United Star Alliance

Founded 2310

Doing quick arithmetic, Angel realized she and the station were about the same age. When she first arrived here last week, the doctor who gave her a physical, determined her age to be approximately nineteen. She had always wondered, but coming from a colony where luxuries such as birthdays were nonexistent, had never been sure. Somehow, Angel considered absently, I thought I was older.

The counselor continued for some time, until the realization finally came that her patient was no longer paying the slightest bit of attention to her, and she stopped for a moment to stare at the inmate sitting across from her. Angelina’s face was pretty, but her cheeks still had some baby fat clinging to her perfectly tan skin, which made her seem younger than her records showed. Her long black hair hung in thick waves that washed about her shoulders, and her dark brown eyes still showed a spark of defiance which the counselor knew wouldn’t last long in this place. “Angelina?” she said, her voice becoming sickly sweet. “Are we all right? Or are we having one of our daydreams again?”

“No, we aren’t. And stop calling me Angelina.”

Doctor Reid paused, her patronizing smile never wavering despite her patient’s indignant tone. “But that’s our name, isn’t it?” She paused again as her emotionless eyes drifted down to the electronic pad which rested in her long thin fingers, then slowly returned to their mark. “According to the DNA records we are Angelina Calida Sierra Pagán, which is quite an impressive name. We should be proud of our name, shouldn’t we?”

“I’m Angel,” she said with a quake in her voice which was less than angelic. “And seriously...why do you always have to say we or our, when you are obviously referring to me alone? Do you see more people in this room than the two of us? If you do, then maybe you should be the inmate, and I’ll counsel you for a while.”

The counselor’s face contorted for the briefest of moments, then her honey-coated smile returned. “Well, I can see we’re going to take some time getting used to it here, aren’t we? As a new member of our little community, we should try to make life a bit easier.” The doctor’s smile grew into a taunting grimace. “After all, getting sentenced to a rehabilitation colony is a far cry from hard labor on a penal planet, isn’t it?”

“I don’t belong here,” Angel replied while folding her arms and sinking further into the couch.

“We killed someone.”

“I saved someone.”

“The weapon we had did have a stun setting, didn’t it?”

Angel’s lips tightened. “No...yes...I didn’t have time to think about that; he was going to shoot the Alliance captain.”

“So,” the counselor said with the same painted smile on her lips, “I suppose we feel wrongly judged?”

Angel’s young eyes hardened, suddenly fixing on Dr. Reid’s. “Damn right. I should have let him kill her first, then shot...then maybe you idiots would have believed me.”

Doctor Reid’s smile faded as she suddenly became uncomfortable, her overconfidence shaken slightly by the vehemence displayed in Angel’s eyes. The counselor cleared her throat and attempted to regain control. “We’re a bit testy today, aren’t we? So, why don’t we talk about something else? My files say we are from the failed Terran colony world of Tenebrous. I know all forms of law and order broke down in that world leaving it in utter anarchy, and few people survived to escape the disasters there...that must make us very special.”

Angel’s voice cooled to a dry whisper. “Actually, it makes me very special...and makes you seem less than ordinary. Let me guess, you grew up somewhere nice and safe, like Earth.”

Doctor Reid tried to hold on to all her years of training at one of the Alliance’s best universities. She cleared her dry throat and forced herself to get back onto her intended path. “So, Angelina, sometimes even very special people can have problems, like nightmares.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“According to my records,” she continued, with eyes glinting like a cat’s who was about to pounce, “we’ve been having terrible nightmares. Maybe we can talk about them.”

“Personally, I don’t really care about your nightmares,” Angel said with a sneer, apathetically leaning back on the overly soft couch which was obviously designed to rob its user of any sense of relaxation or comfort.

“We’re not talking about my dreams, Angelina.”

“Though I can fully understand why you have them,” Angel continued, ignoring the irritating counselor. “You probably feel guilty about trying to screw with people’s minds.”

Doctor Reid’s bottom lip fell slightly open as her composure was momentarily lost, but it was quickly regained. “Perhaps we should conclude our session later this afternoon. After all, we don’t want to be late for our mental awareness treatment today, do we?”

“No...we don’t.” 

The young woman stiffly rose from the heavily padded couch and left the room, slowly making her way down the antiseptic corridors of the rehabilitation colony toward the mental awareness clinic room. She was happy to be away from the presence of the condescending Doctor Reid but had little desire to go to her next appointment.

Angel walked along, seeing the blank faces of the inmates who passed by in the narrow, brightly lit halls, as she tried not to glance too closely at the vacant looks in their eyes. Although she had been here almost two weeks already, the high-spirited young woman somehow managed to retain most of her individuality, despite the hypnotic counseling sessions, and the mental awareness clinic. The latter of which entailed a dose of the mind-numbing devices used on the more violent criminals, like murderers, like herself.

When her mind was not being tampered with for ‘the good of the United Star Alliance’, she was allowed to socialize with the other inmates in the common room. However, this wasn’t enjoyable unless you didn’t mind spending an afternoon chatting with people whose grip on reality had long since left them. Worse yet were those who had been mentally drained to submissiveness by the cruel machines in what Angel nicknamed the ‘tomb of horrors’.

Lost in her thoughts, the young woman bumped into an inmate who was traveling in the opposite direction. Angel gazed up to find it was Jenkins, a gentle man who had been here for the last six years.

He glanced down at her with eyes of stone which were hollowed and empty. For a moment, Angel almost thought he was going to say something, however, he simply turned to walk away.

Driven by an impulse, she grabbed his arm and spun him back to face her again, though she avoided meeting his gaze.

“Jenkins,” she asked, her voice a whispered plea, “do you know who I am?”

The tall man remained silent for another moment, then slowly nodded. “You are Angelina,” he said in a numb voice devoid of emotion. “I am sorry I bumped into you. Have a nice day.” He then turned and walked off.

Angel let him go, suddenly drained of any desire to reach someone else. Then she smiled as she thought of Sinclair. He was the first inmate to reach out to her and make her feel she wasn’t alone. However, even this thought darkened her mind. Sinclair was the one other inmate here she dared call a real friend. What if it was his blank stare which faced her one day?

Taking a deep breath, unable to consider this train of thought, she turned back in her original direction and continued. Finally, arriving at the ‘tomb’, the young woman signed in at the retina scanner and sat down in the waiting area. She seriously considered leaving before her session could begin, but she knew the punishment would have simply been double sessions to make up for it. Her eyes rolled at the thought. The colony wouldn’t want anyone running around who had a will of their own now, would they?

The door slid open as the technician who ran the machines in the mental awareness clinic came in, followed by a flock of wide-eyed cadets who were touring the facility. He acknowledged Angel’s presence with a casual nod and a wave of his hand, signaling her to wait a few minutes, then returned to the lecture he was giving to the students.

“What does this machine do?” one of the future Alliance Naval officers asked, her eyes sparkling with concentration and curiosity.

“Let’s see,” technician Boone replied, trying to make something which was complex sound simple, “it emits a soothing wave of energy that subtly alters the thinking patterns of the patient.”

“How?” The same inquisitive student continued, her eyes darting to the intricate machinery, her lithe form turning away from the technician. For a moment she locked eyes with Angel, and the two exchanged brief smiles.

Angel’s smile faded rapidly as she watched the students with detached apathy. They’re young and energetic now, she considered, but one day they’ll be another bunch of nameless cogs in the Alliance machine...no different than those who sentenced me to be here. The inmate suppressed a yawn as the same young student, an alabaster white skinned alien from Proxima, continued to listen to every detail Boone was willing to divulge to her, eating it up.

“By slightly depressing the higher brain functions,” Boone continued, “it makes a violent patient more passive and open to...suggestions.”

“Sounds a lot like brainwashing,” the same student commented.

Wow, a cadet with a brain, Angel sneered to herself.

“So, I see our time is up,” technician Boone quickly responded. “Your next stop will be their resting quarters. Thank you for stopping by.”

The one student tried to remain longer, to have her question answered, however, she was sturdily ushered out of the clinic. When they were gone, the technician turned back to face Angel. “Ah, Angelina,” the torture master of the ‘tomb of horrors’ said, “good morning. How have we been today?” 

His smile formed into the same plastic grin shared by her rehabilitation counselor, and everyone else in the asylum.

“I’m swell, Boone,” Angel said, her voice laced with sarcasm.

“Oh, we are grouchy today, aren’t we?” technician Boone said as his grin turned into a sneer. “But we’ll have a smile on that sour puss of yours soon now, won’t we?” He led the young woman to the behavior modification chair and gently strapped her in.

“Students getting on your nerves?” Angel asked with an innocent smile.

“None of your business, young lady,” he said, never letting his false smile falter. “I see we are being nosey today, aren’t we? Not that it matters. You won’t remember any of it anyway.” A touch of contempt escaped through his molded facade.

“Go to hell.”

“Temper now.” The torture master grinned while preparing the machine. “We wouldn’t want me slipping while handling this delicate equipment. I might accidentally set the levels too high. That would depress our higher functions to the point of us becoming a vegetable...and that would be sad now, wouldn’t it?”

“Bastard.” Angel said, her eyes afire with hatred. 

She struggled against the restraints as her thoughts focused on ripping the smug grin from Boone’s face, but the bonds which held her were much too strong.

“We’re violent today also, I see. What a shame...a young, attractive girl like you...we should be more cooperative.” 

His lips formed into a sneer as he reached out and stroked the stain of red which was rising in her cheek.

Angel forced herself against the restraints one last time, and although they did not give, she did manage to kick the technician in his groin with enough force to make him double over in momentary agony as he stumbled back.

“You little brat!” He said as he braced himself against the control panel and struggled not to collapse, his eyes watering from the pain. “You’re going to regret that. Actually...you won’t, since you’ll soon have the thought capacity of a fruit salad.” 

He turned to the machine’s controls and wildly activated them, freezing Angel in throbbing pain as the luminous energy beam lanced out of the firing nozzle on the wall and struck her forehead. She could almost feel her brain unraveling as her cerebral fluid coursed with radiated power, setting fire to each nerve ending in her body. A soft cry barely escaped her lips, a child-like whimper that was swiftly silenced by her quickly drying throat. Her eyes fixed themselves on the bold Alliance insignia on the opposite wall as they glazed over, like ice atop a still pond.

It was then Boone finally allowed himself a genuinely self-satisfied grin and limped over to the room’s monitoring devices. One by one he turned them off and erased the last five minutes of events from the computer’s memory. Without hesitation, he returned to the controls and set them to maximum upper function depression, bypassing the safeties. “Goodbye, Angelina,” he said as he smiled down at the sightless, senseless young woman who sat paralyzed in pain. Her body relentlessly, uncontrollably trembling as the mind ripping waves washed over her. “After all, an accident can’t happen if I was in the room to stop it now, could it?” He shut off the main lights as he left, closing the door to the clinic behind him, sealing the room in shadowed darkness.

Minutes, hours, days passed in the tormented dreams and nightmares of Angel’s mind, sinking her further into oblivion. She never knew it was barely a few moments after Boone’s departure that the door slid open once again.

~ * ~
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For a moment the ‘inquisitive’ student stared at the clinic room with a mixed sense of awe and confusion. She hoped to catch the technician alone to question him further, and was puzzled by his absence, especially when a patient was apparently in a session. She stood silently in the dark doorway, her alien eyes easily adjusting to the dim room. Slowly, her gaze was drawn to the young woman who was strapped in the chair, and a shudder went down her spine. Never had this cadet seen someone in so much mindless agony. It was as if every drop of the young woman’s humanity was being drained by the luminous beam which pierced her forehead in pulsating waves. The patient’s eyes began to bulge, the pain and horror written clearly within them for any to see. For a moment the Proximan cadet stared dumbly at the horrific sight, indecision freezing her actions. She quickly looked around, finally deciding on two facts. The first was there should always be someone monitoring this activity, and second the device was never intended to be set that high.

Realizing doing nothing would cause more harm than anything she could do, the cadet grabbed the beam control and turned it all the way in the opposite direction, hoping to cancel out its effects on the tortured inmate. There was an instant effect, but not the one the student had expected. The energy beam turned from a bright yellow to a bright sapphire, causing Angel’s face to contort as she let out a hideous shriek when the higher function draining beam was reversed. Panic ran through the student as she grabbed the first thing she could find, a photon microscope, and hurled it into the controls, shorting them out violently with a shower of sparks.

Angel’s rigid body went limp and fell back onto the chair as the beam was finally cut off. At that moment, technician Boone ran back in. His false mask of guilty concern was quickly replaced by one of condemning accusations when he saw the cadet and realized what happened.

“What’s going on here?” Boone asked. “What have you done to her?”

“Saved her life, I hope,” the young cadet said. “Why was she left unattended? She could have been killed.”

Technician Boone’s face froze as a flicker of apprehension ran through his body. Judgmental eyes melted to erroneous relief as he studied the naval cadet. “You’re right, you did save her,” he said with a forced sigh, “...thank heaven. I was called out for an emergency, and I’m guessing the controls must have slipped. I’m glad you weren’t hurt.” He walked over to Angel, a slight shake in his stance as his eyes judged her unconscious form. He glanced up at her bio-reading and studied her brain wave readout and allowed himself the smallest of grins. If he was lucky, enough damage had been done so she wouldn’t remember any of this, or anything ever again. He paused for a moment in hesitation, then reluctantly pushed the alert button, calling in the emergency medical team.
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Chapter Two
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Resurrection

Fire coursed through Angel’s blood as she fought the battle between light and darkness, consciousness and senselessness, life and death. However, as soon as her torment seemed to begin, it ended. The blackness which clouded her vision slowly melted from her eyes as the image of her sterile hospital room gradually came into focus. At first, unable to recognize where she was, Angel studied the room in confusion...then the rehabilitation colony, and her incarceration here came rushing back to her thoughts. A sudden stab of mind splitting pain pierced through her head. She let out a groan as she raised her hands to her forehead in a futile effort to ward off the pain.

“Doctor,” a nurse called at the sound of Angel’s voice.

Angel opened her eyes again as a doctor raced to her side, the hypodermic injector in his hands immediately going to her arm. Within an instant of the hiss of the air needle, her pain subsided to a dull ache but didn’t fully vanish.

The doctor let out a sigh of relief as a gentle smile formed on his lips. “I’m glad you’re finally out of it. You’ve been unconscious for the last seven hours.”

Angel tried to get up as she blinked, her vision slowly clearing. “The chair...”

The doctor nodded grimly as he sat in a chair next to her and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Yes, you had an accident with the mental awareness chair. You’re very lucky to be coherent. How do you feel?”

“My head really hurts,” Angel said, despite her parched throat.

“That’s quite understandable after what you have been through. However, the good news is your brain scans all came out fine.” A thoughtful look crossed his face. “In fact, they came out better than fine.” He shook his head and smiled at the young woman. “In other words, you’ll be all right.” He started to get up, his smile never wavering. “By the way, do you feel up to a visitor?”

“I guess so,” she answered slowly, suddenly realizing this doctor was the first at the rehabilitation colony to speak to her like a person.

The doctor waved over to the young cadet by the far wall, who had been anxiously awaiting Angel’s recovery. “This is the naval cadet who saved your life.” He cast a thoughtful glance between them before walking off to give the two young women their privacy.

Angel glanced up to see a young Proximan in a silvery-grey Alliance naval cadet’s uniform approaching. She hadn’t noticed her at first, as her ivory white skin blended into the wall behind her, leaving her uniform and hair to stand out. She heard of these people, all born naturally empathic. Until now she never met one, and Angel was intrigued that one would have saved her life.

“You’re the curious student,” she said to the pale-skinned woman as part of her memory struggled to return.

For a few moments the cadet seemed to study the woman she had saved. “How do you feel?” she finally asked. “I was worried you wouldn’t make it.”

Angel gazed at her blankly, sizing up the alien’s curiosity, wondering what her motivations were, but all that came out was, “Can’t you tell how I feel? I thought all Proximans were empathic.”

Reaching up and nervously tucking a lock of loose ashen grey hair behind a tall, pointed ear, her rescuer’s black eyes, which had no whites, narrowed a bit. “I try not to pry into the emotions of others,” she said quietly, “unless I feel it’s necessary. In fact, I was taught at a young age to suppress my ability unless I actively needed it. Most of us are trained so we can fit in with the other species.”

“Makes sense,” Angel said, suddenly a little embarrassed at the rude assumption which slipped out.

“Do you remember what happened?” the young Proximan asked, trying to move the subject away from a question of motives.

The pounding in her head increased as Angel tried to think back to the mental awareness room. However, her memories of that moment were of searing agony, and cruel laughter. “No,” she replied, shaking her head, which caused her headache to grow even deeper. 

For an instant, the pain was so intense she considered asking the cadet to leave, but something inside her reconsidered. “I’m Angel,” she said, hoping to push back the vague images in her mind which were causing her pain. “What’s your name?”

“Zakaja, I’m in my senior year at the Alliance Naval Officer’s Training Academy. Soon I’ll graduate and be assigned to a ship in the space fleet.”

“I’m sorry,” Angel said sarcastically through a strained grin.

A puzzled look crossed Zakaja’s oval face. “I don’t understand.”

“Nothing, it’s my bad sense of humor.” Her grin faded as she stared at the cadet intently. “I hear you saved my life, which I can’t figure out.”

The Proximan cocked her head to the side in confusion. “Why?”

Angel momentarily forgot her pain, her face a mask of stone. “Frankly, why an Alliance cadet would stick her neck out for an inmate here is beyond me.”

Zakaja gazed at her sadly. “You don’t think much of yourself, do you?”

“Actually,” Angel said slowly with a half grin, “I think a great deal of myself. It’s just that few others share that opinion.”

They stared at each other silently for a moment, then laughed, momentarily forgetting the sterile setting.

Angel finally slowed to a chuckle, sobering down. “Anyway, thank you.”

“Not necessary,” Zakaja said happily. “Besides, you’ll make an excellent thesis paper for my Psychology class.”

“Great,” Angel said as she continued to chuckle, “definitely one of my life’s goals.”

The door slid open and technician Boone hesitantly came in, apprehension creasing his brow. He studied the two young women from the door in silence, finally approaching them after a minute.

“Hello, Angelina,” he said as sweetly as he could. “How are we feeling? We’re quite lucky, I hear.”

Angel glared at him. Her eyes narrowed as her thoughts filled with a rush of intense hatred she couldn’t explain.

Zakaja’s upswept eyebrows rose a bit as she was struck by the sudden overwhelming dark flood of emotions coming from Angel, telling her that something happened in the mental awareness clinic she missed, something more than a simple “accident”.

“Leave, Boone,” Angel said, her voice slightly quivering, not from fear of the technician, but of the violent feelings he caused to rise within her. More than the sudden anger was the hurt of not knowing what triggered it.

“Hey,” technician Boone quickly replied, “no need to get riled up. I’m sure we just need our rest.” 

He stared at her judgmentally in silence, his eyes narrowing skeptically. His lips curled back in a twisted grin of victory. “Rest, little Angelina,” he said with a cynical chuckle as he turned back to the door. “I’ll look forward to having you back in my treatment room.”

Zakaja silently watched Boone leave and shook her head. For the first time in her life, she wished empaths could read thoughts along with emotions. Though, upon remembering Angel’s cold eyes as the young woman stared at the technician, she quickly forgot that wish and turned back to face Angel’s intent gaze.

“I want to thank you again for what you did for me,” Angel whispered with an intensity of feeling she rarely displayed. “I won’t forget this. I’ll make us even someday, Zakaja.”

The Alliance cadet smiled, placing a hand on Angel’s shoulder, feeling the sincerity of her emotions. She nodded quietly and rose from the bed.
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Chapter Three
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Blaze

Angel screamed silently as she struggled against the straps in the chair. Technician Boone was going to kill her, she knew it in her guts.

“I will have you, little Angelina, or you will die.”

“No!” she screamed again, suddenly falling through the chair as if it were made of soft cream. 

Down she plummeted through an inky blackness until landing on the harsh broken pavement back on Tenebrous, the horrible colony world where she was born and was the closest thing she ever had to a home.

The air was thick and humid, the way the city felt after a heavy storm. She glanced around frantically, to find herself in a dark trash filled alley. The silence was instantly shattered with a steady clanging in the distance as steel rang against steel, which echoed throughout the alleys. She knew this was the way the feral gang packs talked to each other, to close in on and circle their prey.

Suddenly, she felt something warm against her leg. Her hand instantly shot down, smoothing into rich fur which held the scent of her loved comrade and covered the steeled muscles of her protector.

“Reaper,” she whispered with relief, realizing her dog was here with her...but the German shepherd died back on Tenebrous, how could he be alive now? 

Angel knelt and hugged the large dog. A lot of these guard dogs had been sent from Earth to aid the police of this failed and abandoned colony, not that it helped any. Total anarchy still won in the end, and the dogs outlived their masters. Angel found this one in the sewers when he was still a pup, and they soon became inseparable friends.

The clanging brought her back to awareness again. What was she doing above ground after dark? She never left her home in the sewers, under the crumbled city, after nightfall. During the day it was dangerous enough, with the streets full of starving cutthroats and maggots who wouldn’t think twice about eating Reaper for lunch. However, at night the wild packs and destroyer parties stalked, searching for those foolish enough to be out at that hour. If found and caught, Angel knew her fate would be hideous. In fact, she could end up being eaten too, but not before they tormented her.

There was safety in the underground sewers, after all, it was where she grew up. Raised, in the beginning, by an old woman who dwelled in the catacomb tunnels. Angel could barely remember the kindly old hag’s death ten years ago.

“We better get out of here, Reaper,” she whispered into the grey dog’s ear.

Hearing a noise from behind, Angel spun around to face a group of men and boys, at least twelve of them. The bloodstained rags they wore told the stories of their past victims. Before she could stop him, Reaper leapt forward and attacked one of the men, and with his powerful jaw ripped out the man’s throat in a spray of scarlet rain. Terror gripped her chest like an iron vice as she desperately called out to her dog, fully realizing what was about to happen...she’d seen it too many times before. Her body felt constricted, as if strapped down and in pain. Blood streamed across the pavement in slow trickles, in mimicry of the tears which flowed down her face, both reflecting the horror as the gang members mercilessly beat her only friend to death.

“You bastards,” she screamed at them, suddenly feeling heat running along her skin as if she was in the middle of a raging inferno.

The first of the men turned to her, his lead pipe glistening with Reaper’s blood. He started to run toward her but hesitated when he saw the fiery pools within Angel’s tear-streaked glare. She felt her blood begin to boil as his body suddenly began to writhe in agony, his flesh erupting into a sea of turbulent flames. Endlessly he screamed as the fire engulfed him.

Two more of the gang members moved in, meeting the same gruesome fate, neither of them making it halfway to the shivering girl. One by one, the members of the gang tried to reach the young woman, and one by one each was consumed by the insatiable flames, until all that was left was Angel. Tears streamed down her dirt-caked face as she collapsed to her knees, surrounded by the stench of roasting corpses.

~ * ~
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Angel sat up with a start, breaking suddenly out of the nightmare. Shaking her head in confusion at the realization of being back at the prison hospital, she wiped the sweat from her face. She had been tormented by this dream often, reliving Reaper’s death on her last night on Tenebrous, right before she finally managed to escape that hellhole. However, never before had she escaped without being violated and beaten to within an inch of her life. Where had those flames come from?

She tried to shake the eerie vision as sweat continued to stream down her face. I must have a fever, she thought as she glanced around the dimly lit room for some water, I feel like I’m burning up. In a daze, she spotted a plastic bottle of water next to her bed and reached for it. Halfway there she stopped as the water inside the clear container started to bubble violently.

It was boiling.

“Am I still dreaming?” she asked aloud, confused beyond reason. 

She pushed her dripping ebony bangs out of her eyes and reached for the pitcher again, but the plastic melted inches away from her touch. “What’s going on?” she whispered. “What’s happening to me?”

She tried to get up, but found herself strapped to the bed by a restraining bracelet which was connected to the frame.

“Damn,” she whispered in a harsh tone. Instantaneously the restraining bracelet burst into flames and fell off. She quickly pulled her hand back but realized the flames had not hurt her at all. “What’s wrong with me?”

“Pyrokinesis?” came from a calm and cheerful voice to her left.

“Sinclair?” she asked, a smile swiftly washing over her face as she turned around to see her friend in the next bed over. “What are you doing here?” 

Angel suddenly felt herself calm down a bit, his presence acting like a sponge, soaking up her anxiety. The sudden appearance of her red-haired fellow inmate was a most welcome thing after her nightmare.

“Oh, nothing,” he said with a crooked grin. “They told me I had another psychotic breakdown.”

“Another?”

“I bit a nurse,” he replied, smiling sheepishly.

“Any particular reason why?”

Sinclair looked puzzled at her question. “How else do you expect us vampires to get our food?”

For a moment she was silent, it was always a few seconds of adjustment to accept any new “personality” that encompassed her schizophrenic friend, but usually his new personalities merely remained for a short while. This was a new one to her, but after what she went through, she found the change amusing. In truth, she found his psychosis to be part of his charming nature, or multiple natures as it were. She wondered if that was how he was able to resist the mental sessions in the ‘tomb’.

“And they put you here?” she asked, wondering why they would have placed him in the high security medical wing.

“Not exactly,” he admitted with a wry grin. “I heard you were here, so I made a fuss until they transferred me.”

Angel sighed and shook her head, as the intense heat she felt was replaced by a much calmer warmth. The two fires quickly went out and all that remained was a few wisps of smoke and the odor of melted plastic.

For a moment she sat in silence, absorbing the past day’s occurrences. Her lips tightened in determination as she concluded that if she didn’t get out of here, Boone would be the death of her.

“What did you say about that pyro-whatever thing?”

“Pyrokinesis,” Sinclair answered smoothly, “the ability to create fire by pure thought.”

“But I can’t do that,” Angel said, suddenly confused again.

“You just did...twice.”

She tried to search for a rational answer, then wondered if something happened to her in the mental awareness room that she simply couldn’t remember. “I’m getting out of here,” she said, surprising herself with the level of determination in her voice, “before every security guard in this place comes down on me. One look at all this mess and it’s lobotomy time for sure.” She swiftly jumped off her bed and started to walk out.

“I don’t suppose...” came an almost desperate voice from the “vampire” on the bed, slowing Angel’s hasty escape, “there’s any chance you would want some company?”

Angel turned back to Sinclair, a smile growing quickly on her lips. With a sudden urge to channel this newborn power, she reached out toward her friend, a fiery twinkle suddenly lancing from her eyes. Almost uncontrollably, a surge of heat rushed through her body, bubbling up like a geyser of boiling water. Fire appeared next to her friend’s wrists, causing the security ID bracelet he wore to burst into flames, breaking instantly.

Angel’s eyes fixed on the still smoldering bracelet on the floor. “Wow,” she whispered.

The thin man quickly jumped off the bed with the grace of an athlete and ran to her side, just as the smoke finally reached the sensors and set off the fire alarms, blaring throughout the hospital wing.

“How are we going to escape?” Sinclair asked with concern. “If I wasn’t drugged, I would simply turn into a bat to flee. Though I’m not sure even that would help escape a deep space prison built into an asteroid.”

Angel responded with a devilish smile. “If they’re looking for a fire, let’s give them a fire.” 

She glanced down the dimly lit hall at the main doors, already she could hear the running footsteps of the oncoming guard. With a concentrated effort, feeling the heat grow inside her once again, she set the carpet in the hall on fire. Flames began licking their way up the walls to the ceiling. Grabbing Sinclair’s hand, she yelled, “Let’s get out of here. With any luck, by the time these fools figure out what’s going on, we’ll be long gone.”

They fled down the back corridor, toward the hospital’s shuttle bay, but they found the passage blocked by a force field. Angel glared at the control box which gave power to the field and concentrated. It was more difficult this time, she felt herself growing tired. Still, the box burst into flames, causing sparks to play in a luminous concert. Instantly, the field dropped, and they were through it.

“How are we going to get off of the station?” Sinclair asked.

“We’ll take a ship.”

“Of course, how silly of me not to have guessed. How?”

She didn’t answer as they entered the Omni-lift which would take them to the shuttle bay. Seconds ticked like minutes as they waited for the door to open again. Soon enough, they were in the small hangar bay where the rehab colony’s shuttle craft were stored. They ran across the seemingly deserted floor to the shuttle on the pad but were stopped by the lone security officer on duty.

“Freeze,” he yelled from behind, leveling his weapon at them.

Angel turned to face him. Her eyes, no longer dark brown but now black as coal, seemed to light from within again as her gaze centered on the gun with the last of her strength. With a brazen roar, the weapon overloaded and exploded, sending the armored security guard flying back against the far wall, to land in a heap. The flames from the weapon struck the fuel containers that were stored along the wall. Almost instantly, they began to violently erupt, engulfing one side of the hangar bay in a conflagration. Without a word, Angel coolly turned her back on the scene and entered the shuttle, where she wearily slid into the pilot’s chair.

Sinclair’s visage lost its grin for a moment as he glanced at the charred security guard, then he shook his head silently and followed her. “Do you even know how to fly a shuttle?” he asked as he sealed the shuttle’s doors and sat down next to her.

“Sure, piloting is easy,” Angel said with confidence as she ignited the engines and hit the launch button. “Navigation is my weak point.” She laughed quietly at the sudden irony, at least those stupid pirates taught me something of value.

The small craft climbed out of the protective dome which covered the rehabilitation colony’s shuttle bay and started to quickly rise into space.

Sinclair turned to Angel, a pensive look on his face. “So, how weak is your navigation?”

“I don’t know any,” she admitted with a sheepish grin, “but don’t worry, I’ll wing it. I really hope this crate has one of those Cosmic, whatever they are called, devices.” She glanced around until she found the device that would allow them to fly through subspace, at least it looked like the device her Pirate ex-comrades showed her once.

“How long do you think it will be before they start to chase us?” he asked.

“At least a half hour, judging from the state of the shuttle bay after that explosion. We were lucky to have gotten out ourselves.”

With a grin on his face which spread from ear to ear, Sinclair looked back at the window and put his feet up on the console. “I can’t believe we’re free. You did a great job, Angel.”

She returned his grin and touched the button, activating the small shuttle’s star drive engines, then laughed. “I think I’d like to leave Angel’s past behind in that prison. Call me Blaze.”
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Chapter Four
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Adalric

Lord Tanus Adalric was troubled as he stormed along the sterile corridors of the Red Star Imperial Star-Citadel. If the Cosmic Surge weapon wasn’t ready as scheduled, the Dire Queen would be displeased. Not that he could remember the last time she was pleased.

He turned down the long corridor which led to her throne room, his ebony cloak with the crimson lining billowing majestically behind him. For a moment he paused at the great doors and glanced over the tight-fitting, blood-red uniform he wore with pride. The Dire Queen demanded perfection in all her servants, but none more so than in him, her overlord, chief of the Imperial barons which ran her empire. Each gold button which fastened the double-breasted flap was neatly in place, each gold ellipse on his crimson sleeve neatly sewn, his knee-high black boots were polished to a mirror finish. His eyes spotted a string out of place along the fringe of his ceremonial cloak. With a quick and precise gesture, he snapped it off, balled up the now severed piece of string, and placed it neatly in his pocket. After a moment’s pause and a last check over himself, he moved forward again. The grey armored guards did not need orders to step aside. The doors opened automatically for him.

Adalric entered the large deeply shadowed room, which was barely lit by four red flamed torches, two along the walls, and two on either side of her throne. His eyes searched the long room until he spotted his sovereign sitting there.

The Dire Queen was in her usual garb, a long black dress which adhered to her alluring silhouette like an obsidian shroud, revealing no flesh. Despite the great number of times Adalric had been here and looked upon her, he had yet to see her face, if she even had one. She glanced down at him from under a drawn hood which blended down and became one with the weave of her dress. Her one visible feature was her eyes, two eerie luminescent crimson orbs that hung freely within the dark shadow of her hood. Taking in a breath, he proudly strode up to the raised dais of her simple, yet precisely carved throne and knelt. Of all the beings in this galaxy, she was the one person he feared.

The Dire Queen looked down on her overlord with a mixture of satisfaction and suspicion. He was here no doubt to tell her of another delay in the construction of her super weapon, and the dreadnought which would carry it. For a moment she hesitated, as if unsure of whether she wanted to talk to her servant. However, it did amuse her to watch such a proud man squirm. Not too much, though, she cautioned herself. His power was growing, as was his influence, and she knew given time and room to spread, he might best her one day. For now, though, she need not fear, for her powers stemmed from an energy she was sure he couldn’t begin to comprehend and certainly couldn’t defeat...at least not alone. I need him for now, for he’s my voice to the outside galaxy...but he must never forget who the master is.

“Rise, my servant,” she finally said, her voice hissing like air escaping a sealed crypt, “and report to me of yet another delay in our plans.”

Lord Adalric raised his head and looked up at his sovereign through the dark lenses which covered the eye ports of his armored half-cowl. “We are still having trouble with funds, my queen,” his deeply powerful voice explained. “Our fleet is still growing but requires more money to construct. It is difficult for our pirates to steal everything we need without raising too much suspicion in the Alliance and the surrounding empires.”

“I don’t want to hear excuses, Adalric,” she said, her voice barely an angry whisper, “I want to hear the dreadnought is ready to launch, along with the Cosmic Surge weapon.”

“It will launch on time, my queen,” he boldly promised, “even if I have to get the funds myself.”

“Then the ship will be ready in one week?”

“All it needs is for you to give it a name.”

“Good,” she said as a low eerie laugh built in her throat. “Then you may call it the Demoness.” 

Her eerie cackle grew and echoed through the large chamber like a banshee’s death howl. Given the implied dismissal, Lord Adalric quickly rose and walked out of the throne room. The door sealed behind him with a quiet whisper.

~ * ~
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The Demoness, Adalric thought as he strode back up the corridor, I suppose that’s as befitting a name as any, especially considering its owner...however, the Overlord would have been far more appropriate. After all, it is I, the Overlord of the Red Star Imperium, which has made all this possible.

Adalric proudly marched onto the observation deck to look at the almost completed dreadnought Demoness, while his thoughts raged turbulently within him. Where would the Red Star Imperium be without me? When I joined them six years ago, they were a disorganized army of pirates which were on the verge of falling apart. It was I who became the Dire Queen’s eyes and voice. It was I who pulled together the ragged forces and created the Darkkrieg Legion...a military force feared now throughout the sector. Without me she would be nothing. True, it is she who taught me about the Cosmic Aura and instructed me in the art of TelSor...but now, as a TelSor Elder, my skills are invincible. It is I who should be running this Empire...and someday I will...

His thoughts were interrupted as a black-uniformed officer tentatively approached him and waited to be allowed to speak.

“What is it, Commander?” Adalric asked without turning to face him.

“Lord Adalric,” the nervous officer began, “the work on the Cosmic Surge is nearing completion, and the dreadnought is almost ready for a trial run.”

The overlord nodded then perceived there was more the officer wasn’t telling him. Such insight was a gift of his, one of the many bestowed upon him as someone who could master the Cosmic Aura — the mystical energy of the universe. Sensing the surface thoughts of others, like the commander, came easily.

“What aren’t you telling me, Commander?”

“It’s the United Star Alliance,” the officer replied, his voice quaking, “they’ve sent a battleship to the free space near our outer markers, they must suspect something.”

Adalric’s thin lips tightened as he brought up his gloved hand to thoughtfully rub his jaw and left cheek, the only parts of his face not covered by his crimson mask. “It appears our new ship will have its first prey sooner than I thought, Commander. Inform the Darkkrieg Legionnaires’ commanders their forces must be battle-ready within forty-eight hours. It’s time to break from our chrysalis and spread our wings.”

The young officer nodded and left, grateful to leave the presence of the overlord.

So, Adalric thought as he turned back to the large picture window, our old oppressor, the United Star Alliance, wants to know why we have been quiet for so long. Very well, they will learn...and it will be a lesson learned brutally. Long live the Imperium.
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Chapter Five
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...Into the Fire

The bright light of the Beta Hydri star was beginning to slowly sink past the horizon, as the four Collians began loading the small spacecraft onto the back of their hover-lifter. Blaze watched indifferently as the members of the black market quietly and swiftly prepared the stolen rehabilitation center shuttle for transport. She knew it was blind luck that the craft came out of subspace so close to the planet Collia. Considering her lack of navigation skills, anywhere else and United Star Alliance’s Galactic Police probably would have pinpointed the sequestered shuttle immediately.

Blaze casually surveyed her surroundings. Collia hadn’t seemed to have changed since the last time she was here. Same Earth-style architecture, Earth-style weather, and Earth-style garbage in the streets...another over industrialized planet populated by humans. A light wisp of wind played across the escaped inmate’s face and reminded her of the biggest difference between Earth and Collia. This place smells like money, she mused, and there is nothing more that Collians seem to love than money. She watched the black marketeers finish securing the small spacecraft, as the unkempt man who Blaze had been dealing with sauntered over to her.

“You have yourself a real prize there,” he said in a decent rendition of Terran as he stroked the brown stubble on his unshaved chin and chuckled. “Still has the Alliance markings and all.”

“You mean you have a real prize,” Blaze replied. “That is, as soon as you pay me the credits.”

The black marketeer’s silver flecked eyes glinted with the prospect of making a profit as he eyed her up and down and smiled, knowing he had the upper hand. “That’s ten thousand credits,” he finally said as he brought out the cash, “paid in full.”

“It’s worth forty,” Blaze said coolly.

“It’s also hot as a meteor during atmospheric entry. Look, sweetie, you want the deal or not?”

Blaze glanced over at the stolen shuttle and nodded, grateful to be rid of any reminder of the hellhole it came from. “It’s all yours.”

“And the cash is all yours,” he said as he handed her a small metal case, a thick smile spreading from ear to ear. “And, toots, I would get some new clothes if I were you. That rehab jumpsuit’s a dead giveaway.”

She glanced back at the black marketeer, her dark eyes lighting like tiny fires. “My name is Blaze, not toots,” she said, her voice sending a chill down his back, “don’t you ever forget that.”

The cocky grin faded from the man’s face as he began to back away. “Yeah...right. See ya.” He quickly turned and slipped off towards the shuttle. “That’s definitely one weird gal,” he quietly said to his comrades as they started up the hover-lifter, “but what a bod.”

“What a jerk,” Blaze whispered to herself, then tucked the case full of credits under her arm and headed off into the early night to catch up with Sinclair. A smile came to the young woman’s lips as the echo of her new name rang in her ears. She knew she’d made the perfect choice, grateful to be closing an undesired chapter of her life, and purging unwanted memories along with her old name.

Blaze found her new companion in a clothing store one block off the brightly lit main casino strip. He was theatrically trying on a long black cloak while practically entangled with one of the store’s employees. The harried saleswoman was desperately attempting to get the garment away from him, but all Sinclair did in return was stare deeply into her eyes and command her to fall asleep, which she obviously ignored.

“What’s the problem here?” Blaze asked as she approached the entangled pair.

“Hi, Angel,” Sinclair called out to her while waving with his free hand. His bright blue eyes smiled playfully at her. Whatever was going on, he was obviously enjoying it.

Blaze glared sternly at her companion as she did her best not to smile, then turned to the saleswoman. “So?” she asked, this time in a demanding tone. “Could you please tell me why you are locked in this tug of war?

“He’s trying to take this without paying for it,” the woman replied while pointing an accusing finger at him.

“But I must have my cloak of darkness to conceal my skin from the sunlight,” Sinclair said in his best attempt at a sinister vampiric voice. “It is death to us vampires to feel the sun’s rays against our skin.” He then turned back to the Collian woman and dramatically waved his fingers in front of her eyes. “You will now go to sleep.”

The saleswoman swatted his hand out of her face. “Keep your paws to yourself, creep!”

“Paws? Paws?” yelled Sinclair. “Do I look like a werewolf to you? I’m a vampire!”

“You’re a lunatic.”

“Bitch,” he replied with an exaggerated look of disgust on his face.

The woman motioned for two large store guards to come over. “Throw this madman out of here.”

“That’s not necessary,” Blaze said quickly, no longer finding this amusing in the least. “We can pay for—”

“They touch me, and I’ll drain every last drop of blood in your body,” Sinclair yelled at the saleswoman, cutting Blaze off.

The two muscular guards took hold of Sinclair and started to drag him out. Blaze groaned while she followed closely behind him, watching his arms and legs flail about in what looked like an attempt to fly away.

“You don’t have to treat him like that,” she said in a firm tone, “he’s harmless.”

One of the guards cast a glance at her, obviously noticing her pink jumpsuit, and sneered disapprovingly. He then shoved her aside and threw Sinclair out the door, who landed on the street with a thud. Before she could protest or even try to reason, the other guard grabbed her and tossed her out also, plopping her down next to her friend. “You people should be in a cage,” she heard one of them comment as the glass doors clanged shut.

For a moment the two outcasts looked at each other in silence, as Blaze’s eyes flamed angrily.

“I’m sorry, Angel,” Sinclair finally said as his frown turned into a boyish smile.

“I told you to call me Blaze!” she yelled into his face, causing him to shrink back as if hit.

He quickly nodded as the young woman rose and brushed the dirt and muck of the street off her jumpsuit. Then she turned and stormed off without a word.

Sinclair also rose and wrapped his newly acquired garment around himself tightly. “At least I got the cloak.”

Blaze ignored him and kept on walking, grumbling to herself but soon realizing she truly wasn’t angry with Sinclair at all. After all, he was merely being exactly what endeared him to her. No, she decided as she gazed up at twin flags of Collia and the United Star Alliance which fluttered over the shopping mall, what was bothering her was they were still under the watchful eyes of the Alliance and still in a lot of danger.

Sinclair silently watched this micro drama play in Blaze’s mind through her subtle body movements as she moved off. He stole a last glance back at the saleswoman, who was still glaring at them through the window, and he grumbled as he hurried to catch up with his partner. “Her blood was probably sour anyway.”

Blaze felt her hostility melt away as she smiled and turned to face him as he approached, watching him carry his lean frame with a cavalier stride under the billowing black cloak.

Sinclair was in his late twenties, Blaze recalled, but had been in one rehabilitation colony or another for the last five years, ever since his first real skirmish in the Alliance Marines. He still kept a soldier’s walk, she noticed, head up and shoulders square. In the darkness, he seemed to be in his element, moving effortlessly despite the dim lighting. She wished he would tell her more about his past, but that was the one thing he denied her. Not that she blamed him, knowing she kept her secrets too. Her smile turned into a grin as the young woman waited for her own personal vampire to catch up with her, suddenly grateful again for his presence.

Together they rounded the dimly lit alleyway, when ahead in the shadows they saw a terrified, dark furred, rodent-like alien running from three darkly clad humans. Despite the lack of proper streetlights, it was obvious they each carried military issue automatic electro rifles. Fleeing blindly, the creature ran into Blaze as he checked behind for his pursuers.

“Watch where you’re going,” Blaze shouted, “you oversized rat.”

“I’m not a rat,” he defiantly yelled back in a high-pitched squeaky voice, “I’m a Jarbban.”

“Who’s chasing you?” Sinclair asked, as he lifted the small being to his feet by the ragged blue tunic which was the off-worlder’s lone garment.

Suddenly the pursuers opened fire with their weapons, sending lethal beams of hot white, electrified energy into the darkened alley. For an instant, Blaze could see the attackers clearly. An instant was all she needed.

Blaze heard the ultrasonic scream of the electric energy bolts missing their targets as she felt that now familiar surge of heat beginning to rush through her. Locking her eyes on the shadowy figures, her body didn’t need to think about what to do to survive. She shivered uncontrollably as the energy projected outward toward the three attackers.

An explosion of fire erupted in the middle of the assailants, instantly incinerating two and throwing back the third, his shirt ablaze. The blast of heat reached Sinclair, singeing his hair and causing him to shade his eyes. After several long seconds, the fires began to burn down.

The Jarbban’s long snouted jaw dropped open as he watched the two bodies twist in agony, to finally lay motionless. He glanced up to see the figure of the young woman, now standing suddenly so still, mystically outlined in the flames. “How did you do that?” he asked, his voice squeaking in a hushed tone.

Blaze ignored him as she strode over to the fire, disappointed when she saw the third attacker was missing. He’d escaped with his life. On Tenebrous, she’d heard that the consequences of leaving a survivor after a skirmish were grave. As her mind flashed back to her incarceration in the Phoenix Rehab Colony, she feared the consequences here might be worse. She glanced up and down the next alley, hoping for a last chance to spot him, but he was nowhere in sight.

Sinclair wrinkled his nose at the smell of burning flesh and the lines around his eyes deepened, as if recalling some unpleasant memory. Then he turned his attention back toward the grey furred rodent as if nothing unusual happened. “You never answered my question. Who are they?”

“You mean who were they,” the Jarbban said as his hands waved frantically in rhythm to his speech. “They were members of the dreaded Red Star pirates, ruthless assassins tracking me down.”

“They weren’t Alliance Security?” asked a highly disappointed Blaze as she returned. “They had Alliance style military issue rifles.”

“Nope.”

“Damn.”

“What is it, Angel?” Sinclair asked, a note of concern entering his voice.

“What did I tell you? You flightless bat!”

Her comrade blushed as he grinned and shrugged his shoulders.

“I’m worried because of the Red Star pirates,” Blaze finally replied as she regained her composure. “They’ll be back.”

“So?”

“So, one of them got away, and he saw us help this disease infested rat. They’ll probably think we’re with him.”

The small newcomer stood up as tall as he was able to and stormed over to Blaze, a glint of determination in his beady crimson-black eyes. “I’m not disease infested and I’m not a rat. I’m a Jarbban, and what’s so bad about having helped me? Probably the first good thing you’ve done all day.”

“Look, lightweight,” Blaze said as her face grew stern, “the last thing I need right now are lessons on morality from a three-foot-tall talking rat.”

“I’m three and a half feet tall,” he replied defiantly. “And I’m not a rat, I’m a—”

“Jarbban,” Blaze cut in. “I know.”

“I’m called The Count,” Sinclair said, returning his voice to his vampiric tone, “the king of the undead, and that’s Angel—”

“Blaze,” she said, cutting in again as she glared at him in annoyance, then looked back at the Jarbban. “What’s your name?”

The small creature’s ears drooped down, and his long bald tail lost its sway, as if a subject had been raised which he preferred not to dwell on. “My name is Jal’in, but everyone calls me Rabies.”

“You’re kidding,” Blaze said as she tried to contain a snicker and failed.

“And I suppose your parents named you Blaze?”

“No, but my name is a name of choice.”

“As is mine,” the Jarbban said defiantly, as he turned his back on them. “Now leave me alone.”

“Gladly,” she said with a grunt and turned toward Sinclair. “I’ll bet there’s a good reason for his name. Come on, Count, let’s go shopping before the stores close.”

Sinclair flashed a glance over his companion’s shoulder as he shook his head. “Angel, I think they have other plans.”

Blaze quickly turned to find that the surviving pirate had been joined by more, perhaps ten, all with electro carbines, coming from down the far alley. “I used to be one of them,” she quickly whispered to her friend. “Maybe I can reason with them.”

“You’re a Red Star pirate scum?” Rabies asked.

“No,” she answered stubbornly. “I’m no pirate. I travelled with a few of them a while ago, but I never joined them. And they’re not scum, lightweight.” Well, not all of them, she thought as dark memories surfaced in her mind.

“There he is!” the surviving burned pirate yelled, pointing in their direction. “And the two that aided him are here also. Fry ‘em!”

“I don’t think they want to listen to reason,” Sinclair said as he grabbed Blaze’s arm. “Let’s get out of here.”

“It’s not too late to try and talk to—” she started to say, but he cut her off.

“No time, Angel,” he said with a seriousness his voice rarely had, as he locked his eyes on hers. For a moment she thought she could see flashes of light in his eyes, like the glimmer of a firefight on a darkened battlefield long forgotten. Suddenly, those images seemed all too real, as they realized they were being shot at again. Sinclair quickly pulled her down and rolled with her, dodging the spears of deadly glowing energy.

“Damn,” Blaze said with frustration, while entwined in Sinclair’s tightly protective hold, “I didn’t want to do this.” She shook off his grip and turned to face the pirates, allowing the fire within her to brew, but the last attempt exhausted her. With all her strength she tried to summon the power again. Her head pounded in defiance as she brought her clenched fists to her temples.

“No!” she screamed, “I won’t let you hurt us!” 

She could feel a thin line of blood begin to trickle from her nose, a release of the internal cerebral pressures she was forcing, when suddenly one of the pirates whelped in pain as flames licked out from his chest. Blaze felt the ground spin out from under her as the world turned upside down. She clutched Sinclair by the front of his jumpsuit and held on to him as she struggled to clear her head.

The dying pirate buckled at the knees as the others hesitated for a moment then charged in. Their carbines sent forth deadly beams which were a combination of high intensity electricity and hot energy plasma, merged into one destructive force. Two of the black garbed men managed to catch up to the rodent quickly and reached to grab him.

“Rabies, look out,” Sinclair yelled back to warn him, while supporting a dazed Blaze.

Both men hesitated and pulled back, suddenly unsure if they still wanted to grab the Jarbban.

In that brief moment, Rabies slipped out from under them and ran down the shadowed alley, calling behind him in his high-pitched voice, “This way, this way.”

“What do we do?” Sinclair asked Blaze as she tried to straighten up again.

“What choice do we have?” she replied wearily as she started to move after the grey Jarbban. “We go that way.”

Sinclair looked at the pirates who were closing in fast and wrapped his cloak around him. “You’d best stay back,” he warned with a strong voice, which was suddenly captivating in its newfound charisma, “or face the children of the night.”

At that moment a gust of wind eerily rushed through the dimly lit alley, causing all the Collian eel birds who were hanging in the trash bins to suddenly awaken and take to the sky. In the flurry of feathers and reptilian wings, the pirates were temporarily confused and blinded.

“See?” Sinclair said with a sinister laugh. “Tempt not the master of the dead.”

“Sinclair,” Blaze called back from down the alley, “get your ass over here.”

With a quick turn and wave of his cloak, he ran off after her, leaving the pirates to contend with the easily annoyed, blood-sucking fowl.

The two prison escapees finally caught up with the small creature in the entrance tunnel to the outlying starport. The tunnel was long and wide, so vehicles could travel through it, but it wasn’t brightly lit. In truth, nothing on Collia was brightly lit, except for the casinos and resorts.

“Rabies,” Sinclair shouted as he kept an arm around Blaze, who collapsed a few blocks back. “Slow down, she’s hurt.”

The Jarbban stopped running and anxiously glanced back behind him. Once satisfied that they lost their pursuers, he breathed a sigh of relief and approached the two humans.
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