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Chapter 1: Alliance Date 34.230

Aries

Galactic Alliance Council Chamber

 

“Order, order!” shouted Councilor-General Krindon over the cacophony and stamping of the assembly. “Order, order in this hall!” he shouted again as he stood, pounding his large gavel against the old wooden dais. The roar and tromping increased, accompanied by papers flung skyward. “We must maintain order! Quiet yourselves, or I shall invoke Restraining Order 2 at once!” As word of this spread through the councilors, the din began slowly to subside and a silence interrupted by papers falling to desks then tumbling to the carpeted floor settled upon the hall. The councilors resumed their seats, displaying a modicum of civility; one did not trifle with Restraining Order 2 nor with Councilor-General Krindon.

Armena Sandal had stood firm behind the speaker's podium during the outburst she had generated. Her slender, olive-colored fingers gripped the rostrum's top firmly as she viewed the pandemonium. The feel of her thick, cascading black hair against her face and neck invigorated her as she surveyed the circular Council chamber, now transformed into a boiling cauldron by her last remark about the Council's fortitude.

Armena had weathered heated debates before and knew that she must remain resolute: to waiver was to invite challenge. She allowed the growing silence to envelop the councilors.

From his position above Armena, Councilor-General Krindon growled, “If I hear one word out of order, I shall invoke Restraining Order 2 on the guilty party. Do not test me in this. And now, Councilor Sandal,” he noted, slowly resuming his chair, “you have caused quite a stir by your accusation.”

Turning to look up at the Councilor-General, Armena replied, “It is fact, sir, not accusation. And I have proof!” 

“Councilor Sandal, these are serious charges you have levied against the Borela and their Councilor,” Councilor-General Krindon said. Resuming his seat, he commanded, “Show us your proof.”

“Thank you, sir.” Returning her attention to the assembly, she said, “Councilors, I have not come today to intentionally spread strife or discord. You know that is not the way of Creons nor of myself; however, you are aware that Grea, a sister planet in our system, has been plagued during the past several months by raids from a hostile interplanetary force. We have suspected the Borela for several weeks but have not had proof until recently. I have a recording of the most recent attack provided by Intelligence Service surveillance vessels that have been monitoring activity in the vicinity of Grea at our request. After you have seen the evidence, you will understand my charge concerning Councilor Chockdal Du. Please direct your attention to your monitors.”

The recessed ceiling lights dimmed, and a hidden technician began the playback. Didactic information appeared first: “This is a recording made by the Alliance Intelligence Service on 34.220.” A small planet appeared. Soon many vessels streaked from space into the planet's outer atmosphere. The camera followed them down. A scene of mass destruction appeared. Anything that moved was targeted, along with all the buildings: houses, schools, stores.

Armena spoke as the recording continued, “As you can see, these are Borela attack vessels, though they lack insignia. The firing and approach patterns are typical of Borela military strategy. If you will disable your translators, you can hear the intership communication, clearly in the Borela tongue. This was an unarmed farming settlement, not a military target. All three hundred people were brutally killed.”

Her voice broke, “These were my people. You have seen my evidence; I can bear to see no more of this carnage.” She turned away from her monitor.

The vessels finished their destruction on the tiny monitor microcosms. The technician terminated the link, and the screens became blank, leaving no trace of the slaughter they had so vividly depicted.

Regaining her composure, Armena again faced the councilors, seated in evenly spaced arcing rows amid a litter of crumpled papers. The arrangement of successively inclining rows afforded her a clear view of each councilor as she scanned the seats. Some councilors stared at the blank screens; some stared at particular spots in the chamber, perhaps noticing the dark staining of the wainscot, perhaps noticing nothing at all.

The platform on which Armena stood was anchored at the lowest level of the floor but rose majestically toward the ceiling. She was positioned higher than the councilors on the chamber's back row, but lower than Councilor-General Krindon, who sat above and behind her. She felt his eyes piercing her back.

Leaning forward slightly, Armena continued passionately, “Now you understand the basis for the charges against the Borela and Councilor Chockdal. The evidence is plain.”

Looking directly at the Borela Councilor, Chockdal Du, she continued, “How can the Councilor have the audacity to deny it? It is well documented that the Unified Borela System has used its forces covertly before, and it would appear that they have chosen to repeat this behavior on Grea. Thirty-five years ago, we ceded Cloea to Borela and relocated millions of people to end our war with them and help usher in the Alliance. They now want Grea and have embarked on a plan of terror to gain the objective. I ask this Council to issue an Order of Censure against the Unified Borela System, placing an embargo against them and initiating an inquiry of Councilor Chockdal on the charge of lying to the Council. We seek cessation of hostility, reparation for damages, and return of Cloea to our jurisdiction.”

Silence like the inside of a tomb engulfed the hall. A seemingly interminable creak emanated from the Councilor-General's chair as he shifted his weight, considering Armena's argument. Then stillness reigned again.

The silence was broken by the thick voice of Councilor Chockdal, his tall, large frame rising from his seat, his long robe flowing regally. “Permission to reply, Councilor-General.”

Councilor Chockdal had been a member of the Council since the inception of the Alliance thirty-four years ago, and he adhered to the old formality. All eyes, including Armena's, focused on him.

“Granted,” came the reply from the dais.

“The Borela are honorable, and I do not lie,” began Councilor Chockdal. He stiffened, leaned back his head, and drew in a long, slow, deep breath. Looking over the assembly, he slowly exhaled, his nostrils flaring slightly, and continued, “My government knows nothing of these raids; we have no designs on Grea, and though a fierce people, we do not kill unarmed farmers. I do not know why the Creons have fabricated this ruse, and I do not know how they have cajoled the Intelligence Service into manufacturing this recording, but I have had enough of this sham.”

His intensity increased as he glared at Armena, perspiration popping onto his dark, deeply ridged brow. “I have no recording to repudiate what we have just seen, but I can assure this Council that the Borela are innocent of this blood.”

He returned his gaze to the assembly.

“One could conjecture that the Creons have staged the entire affair, sacrificing their own people in an attempt to steal Cloea from us.”

He paused to wipe his brow and resumed more fervently, his right arm and upturned palm grandly sweeping over the assembly, “If this Council grants the Creon request for censure, I promise you the consequences will be grave. We will not stand idly by while we are unjustly punished. We will go to war with the Alliance itself if need be.”

“And as for you, Councilor Sandal, you treacherous witch,” Chockdal raged, pointing at Armena, “no matter the decision of this Council, you will rue the day you called me a liar!” His eyes wild with fury, he stood for a long minute, still pointing at Armena. He then abruptly withdrew his hand and turned to the assembly. “I am leaving this chamber. You can vote as you like!”

He turned and marched up the right aisle to the rear door. A third of the councilors followed Chockdal in his exit. The door bumped open again and again as the disgruntled councilors pushed it aside; it closed silently after the last one had passed. Armena stood behind the podium unmoving, her clear, olive complexion now paled, her thick black hair now motionless upon her shoulders. She had never seen Chockdal so incensed. The remaining councilors looked about in disbelief: no debate or dispute had ever caused such a walk out.

Councilor-General Krindon surveyed the room and then rapped the dais with the gavel. “This Council will be unable to vote on the question before it, as there is no longer a quorum present. We are adjourned for a fourteen-day period and will reconvene on Alliance Date 34.245. The clerk will transmit standard notification to all councilors and governments.”

The final rap of the gavel echoed through the hall.

The councilors slowly began to leave, talking among themselves. Armena stood quietly, considering the threat of Chockdal Du. The Councilor-General paused to look at Armena and retreated to his office. Soon Armena was alone in the chamber, now so deathly still.

In a Borela warship communication room, First Commander Draktal So smiled.

 

 

Thendor

Alliance Intelligence Service Vehicle Assembly Facility

 

“RF 4021, you are cleared for lift-off,” intoned the port controller.

“Affirmative, port controller. Initiating diagnostics,” responded Commander Sterling Newman as he entered the required sequence into the control panel and looked at the tan buildings clustered around his ship.

The computer informed him crisply, “Diagnostics completed. All systems functional.”

“Diagnostics successfully completed,” he reported to the port controller. “Initiating hover and engine sequencing.” His fingers raced over the panel. “Hover module activated and flux engines on-line.”

Sterling guided the sleek craft skyward. It rose effortlessly through the still morning air, the hover module negating the effect of the Thendorian gravity. He activated a set of lateral thrusters that gently spun the vessel around its vertical axis, allowing him to view the buildings of the Alliance Intelligence Service Vehicle Assembly Facility.

Soon Sterling was looking down on the receding roofs. He stopped the ship's spin. He could see the entire spaceport and the maze of buildings that comprised the facility. In the distance, the plain met foothills, which rolled toward faraway mountains, blue in the haze.

“Looks a lot like Earth,” Sterling mused.

“Flux engine altitude attained, Commander Newman,” noted the computer.

His thoughts returned to his ship.

“RF 4021 to RF 4022 on frequency L2. Do you copy?”

“Affirmative, RF 4021. How's the view?”

“It's fine, reminds me of home. We'll rendezvous in sector five.”

Sterling returned to the port frequency.

“RF 4021 at 3,000 meters,” he informed the port controller. “Engaging flux engines.”

He pressed the console. The quiet hum of the hover module gave way to the whir of the flux engines as he shot into the blue distance.

“Not a bad start for this recon-fighter,” Sterling thought. The ground below quickly retreated, the mountains becoming a green carpet. The sky changed from blue to indigo to black, with a myriad of twinkling lights surrounding him on all sides. He headed for sector five, looping, banking, spinning, playing with the new ship. He had spent months working in simulators and prototypes; he was eager to fly the real machine.

The RF 4000 series was designed by the AIS to permit forays into deep space for reconnaissance missions. They were the most sophisticated fighters in the Alliance, with automated flight and defense systems that allowed the pilot to sleep, exercise, eat, or relax during flight. They could be flown deftly by a single pilot but had room for additional personnel. The Alliance had built them in secrecy to ensure its own ability to monitor planetary systems, both in and out of the Alliance. Only the councilors and a limited number of AIS personnel had any knowledge of them; an even smaller number knew them in detail.

In twenty minutes, he reached the designated location and came to a stop. Floating in space, he saw Thendor, white clouds streaked across its face of blue oceans and green lands. “So much like Earth. It's been so long since I've been back,” Sterling reflected.

His thoughts traveled across ten years, as memories long suppressed seeped into his consciousness. Against the blackness of space, beyond the confines of his cockpit, the ephemeral images began to materialize, acquiring form and substance. Soon, in his mind, Sterling was back on Rigel, his first duty station in the AIS.

The intoning of the comm link disturbed his early morning slumber. He struggled out of bed and plopped down into the desk chair.

“Who would be calling me at this barbaric hour?” he muttered as he activated the comm. The screen presented him a face that he did not recognize.

“Lieutenant Newman?”

“Yes,” he responded, running his fingers through his disheveled black hair to make himself more presentable.

“I am George Lakes, secretary at the AIS Personnel Section.”

“Good morning, Mr. Lakes,” replied Sterling.

“Yes. I am sorry to disturb you so early,” Mr. Lakes proceeded in a cool, well-rehearsed voice, “but I have some important news for you from your family.”

“What is it?” he asked, as he searched his mind trying to imagine what news could be this urgent.

“I am sorry to inform you that your father has died.”

“Come again, Mr. Lakes. What did you say?”

“I am sorry to inform you that your father has died,” Mr. Lakes repeated.

“That can't be!” Sterling protested. “He wasn't sick. I just spoke with him three weeks ago, before he went on his latest dig. Something must have happened on the trip!”

“Yes, Lieutenant Newman. There was an accident at the excavation site. The Alliance Science Academy has begun an investigation. We will transmit a recorded message from your mother today at 10:00 hours Rigel time. You have been granted bereavement leave and may start for Earth tomorrow. There is a transport leaving then.”

“What sort of accident? Can't you tell me?”

“I am unable to provide any further information, Lieutenant Newman,” interrupted Mr. Lakes, “but I do wish to convey the sympathy of the AIS Personnel Section. This message is concluded.”

Numbed, Sterling stared at the phosphorescence fading from the screen. His breathing quickened, his pulse raced. His jaw tensed as each muscle in his body became taut. Sterling felt that he would explode.

Suddenly, his chair careened behind him as he shot up screaming as loud as he could, “Dad! You can't be dead! There must be some mistake. I won't let you be dead.” He flailed his arms wildly in all directions as though to dissipate the emotions surging through him.

“I won't let you be dead,” Sterling repeated as his arms became limp and he fell onto his bed. Tears streamed down his cheeks onto his pillow as he stared vacantly toward the wall. His tears blurred the colors of the wall, swirling and ultimately merging into blackness.

When Sterling finally opened his eyes, the colors of the wall had regained their integrity and pattern. He was unsure of how much time had passed, but sunlight now filled his room. Sitting up on the bed, he struggled to collect his thoughts. Recalling his reaction during the night, Sterling was relieved that there had been no one else with him. AIS officers were trained to react differently.

“There must be a mistake,” he said aloud. “I hope this message from Mom will clear this up.”

Sterling tried unsuccessfully to busy himself as he waited for the call. He was unable to concentrate on any task. He filled the wastebasket with dozens of scraps of paper scribbled with incomplete notes.

“Why can't I control myself?” Sterling thought. “I have seen people die, but I have always maintained control. Why can't I now?”

This question seized him, but he could produce no answer. Finally he was freed by the intoning of the comm link.

He righted the chair, realizing that he had left it lying on its back all morning and sat to activate the comm.

“Lieutenant Newman?” called a new voice over the audio channel.

“Yes. This is he.”

“Prepare to receive the recorded message of which Mr. Lakes informed you earlier today.”

Suddenly on the screen appeared his mother, seated at a bare table in front of a blue backdrop. Dark circles had replaced the sparkle of her eyes, but she sat erect and tried to smile for her son.

“Sterling,” she said, “I...Your father was killed.”

She paused, sighing deeply.

“It is hard to talk to this camera instead of to you, but this will have to do, I suppose.”

In her hands she clutched a handkerchief on which Sterling could see mascara and eye shadow stains. She looked weary.

“As you know, your father had gone to a dig in the Middle East.”

“Yes, he had told...” Sterling attempted to interject, having forgotten that he was listening to only a recording.

“...excited about it,” the recording was continuing. “He was on the trail of a major discovery-but then, your father was always on the trail of a major discovery.”

She smiled weakly, recalling her husband's enthusiasm for his profession and avocation, archeology. She paused to dab the corners of her eyes with her handkerchief.

“He had located a vault which he believed held fragments of what he called 'Genesis stone.' Apparently, opening the vault caused it to collapse. He and two workers were killed.”

She stopped and began to weep.

“She's all alone!” Sterling thought to himself. “Don't they have someone who can be with her? A doctor, a psychologist, even one of those old minister types? How can they be so insensitive?”

“Mom, I'm here,” said his sister rushing from off camera to put her arms around their mother.

“Sterling,” his sister cried.

“Maureen,” Sterling blurted. “At least you're there.”

“Sterling, please come home as soon as you can. The funeral will be tomorrow. I know that you won't get here in time; it may well be over by the time you hear this, but please come home. We need you to be here.”

The image of Maureen and his mother froze on the screen. The unseen voice interrupted, “This recording is concluded.”

“Sis, I'll be there,” Sterling said as the screen faded. “I'll be there.”

He held the screen between his hands, longing to replace its flat grayness with pictures of his mother and father, and Maureen.

Even with the ship in hyperdrive, the journey to Earth was too long for Sterling. There were few diversions on the transport, and he was unable to concentrate on the work he had brought with him. He spent most of his time thinking, and trying not to think, about his father.

Finally back on Earth, Sterling had a tearful reunion with his mother and Maureen, and they went together to his father's memorial at the university. The pillars were set in a field at one corner of the campus. A few other people, some in groups, some alone, walked nearby, stopping to gaze at memorials for their dead, recalling memories of times past.

Supported by Sterling and Maureen, Mrs. Newman walked slowly to the pillar that bore her husband's memorial. On the eastern side of the pillar at eye level was a new bronze plaque that shone brightly in the rising sun. On it was engraved:

 

Professor Thaddeus Newman, PhD

Professor of Archeology

Earth Sciences University

Born: OD June 2, 2374

Died: AD 24.145

 

“We were not sure when you would return,” began Maureen. “The funeral was held yesterday. There were many people present from the university and our neighborhood. They all asked about you.”

Sterling stared at the plaque. This and memories were all that remained of his father. Closing his eyes, he relived a flood of experiences with his father, ephemeral and fleeting, yet vivid. He grasped for them, but each darted away, never truly satisfying his longing for his father. He would have to be content with fleeting, bittersweet memories.

The next three days were difficult for Sterling. His mother was clearly depressed and he could do nothing to help. Maureen talked of “afterlife” and that “Mom would be with Dad again someday.” This seemed to help his mother for a time, but to him Maureen's assurances sounded like empty promises. What evidence did she have to believe in any “afterlife”?

“How would you comfort Mom?” Maureen asked him once. “You scoff at my belief in life after death, but can you offer any words to help Mom now? Or for that matter me? And what about yourself? How are you dealing with Dad's death? Sterling, if you don't believe that there is more than what we can see and touch here in this life, how can you say anything that will really help Mom feel better?”

He had no rebuttal.

“Maureen is right,” he told himself. “What can I say to either of them, or to myself?”

After this discussion with Maureen, Sterling began to feel like a caged animal. “I'm just anxious to return to my post,” he told Maureen. “I'm unaccustomed to being on the ground for so long at a time.” He sensed that she saw beyond his fabrication.

“Too much of your father's wanderlust,” his mother noted, sensing his restlessness.

Sterling knew, however, that he was uncomfortable because he could offer no solace or encouragement, either to himself or to his family. In his work, he had faced death often, though he had always made certain he did not experience it himself-that ordeal he relegated to his opponent. Now that death had come so near to him, he was forced to confront his despairing view of its aftermath.

The university and the local authorities had conducted a brief inquiry. They concluded that Professor Newman had overestimated the structural integrity of the millennia-old vault and that it had collapsed upon opening. His desire to see its contents had possibly clouded his judgment.

“That's preposterous,” Sterling told the investigating officer. “My father used all the latest techniques to evaluate a site. Safety was his first concern. He would never enter anything that was at all questionable. Something else happened in that vault, and I want to know what. Either your people have done a slack job, or you are hiding something.”

The officer stared blankly at Sterling. “I can understand your feelings, Lieutenant Newman, but the inquiry is over. These are the facts. You must accept them.”

His request to see the site himself was denied.

Two days later, Sterling boarded a transport to return to his post, relieved to be away from such a taxing situation, yet saddened to be leaving his mother and Maureen. Although he had thought about death often, experiencing its reality in his family was onerous. In the vastness of the galaxy, one's life seemed to him but a briefly flickering candle that touched other candles for a moment, only to be snuffed out by death. This present life and one's memories were all anyone really possessed; believing that anything else existed beyond death's pale door was only speculation. After death, one became merely a memory in someone else's mind.

After returning to his post, Sterling had immersed himself in his work and had suppressed the memories of his father as they brought only despair. He had never returned home. Now, looking at Thendor, he wondered why.

 His thoughts were interrupted by a jolt as another craft careened off to starboard, its flux exhaust shattering the stillness of his reminiscing and returning his thoughts to the present.

“What the..?” exclaimed Sterling, stabilizing his ship and reaching to arm his weapons. He saw Guthrie's ship looping toward him and relaxed again as he decided against shooting his friend. Guthrie came around to join Sterling and hovered, facing him. 

Guthrie's salmon eyes twinkled with delight beneath thin flaxen eyebrows. His grin spread across his face. He could not contain his enjoyment of the moment: catching Sterling Newman off guard was a singular event.

“Got you, Sterling! I came close enough to tow hook you! How did you ever let me surprise you?” queried a jubilant Guthrie Williams. “You are usually more alert.”

“I was thinking about home and how much Thendor looks like Earth. I have not been back in a long time.”

“I've never been. As I recall, you promised me a trip there years ago. Looks like I need to call in the rain check.”

“Actually, that's a great idea. After this shakedown mission, let's both take some leave. We'll go to Earth and take a vacation. I'd like for you to see it,” Sterling said excitedly.

“For now, though, let's focus on our mission. Disable all interspace frequencies and activate intership link.”

“Affirmative, RF 4021,” Guthrie responded with a wry grin, snapping Sterling a grandiose salute.

“Computer, this is Commander Sterling Newman. Accept access code 1047.”

“Code noted and accepted. Confirming Lieutenant Commander Williams in RF 4022 by imbedded translator scan over intership link. Prepare for mission orders on screen,” responded the computer.

The console screens displayed the orders for Sterling and Guthrie, each in his own language. They were brief and were soon removed:

 

Galactic Alliance Intelligence Service

Mission: RF 4000 Production Model Testing

RF 4021 and RF 4022

 

Orders


	Proceed to AIS base on Galelel, Doranian Planetary System


	You will encounter cosmohologram challenges to test the RF 4000 craft. You should respond to these as though they were material


	Your progress will be monitored. Report to AIS Command at Galelel upon your arrival.




 

“Cosmoholograms to 'test the RF 4000 craft.' This could be a fun trip, if you don't mind shooting up computer images,” quipped Guthrie.

“We are not to shoot everything, Guthrie. We are supposed to listen first, then fire if necessary. Remember, we are primarily reconnaissance personnel.”

“You mean 'spies,' don't you, Sterling? And I do recall more than one occasion on which you have demonstrated the dexterity of your nimble firing fingers,” Guthrie retorted.

Sterling's cheeks flushed red. He had been caught trying to be 'official.'

“Okay,” Guthrie said, “I'll at least listen while I am shooting. Let's get on with it. We have a long flight to Galelel.”

 


Chapter 2: Alliance Date 34.232

Aboard the Creon Diplomatic Vessel, Altaar

 

Armena and her father, Loresse, sat at a table in their suite discussing the events at the Council. 

“Father, I just don't know what else to do,” Armena said. “I tried to contact Councilor Chockdal all of yesterday and this morning to arrange a meeting, hoping to discuss this matter privately. Each time, some underling put me off and Chockdal has yet to reply to my requests. How can he have the gall to deny what is so readily apparent and to accuse me of a fabrication?”

She rose from her seat at the table and walked to the observation window. She enjoyed the trips between Aries and Creon as they gave her some time alone, a commodity which Councilors always found to be in short supply. She liked to sit by her window, meditating and watching the myriad of stars pass by. The view in hyperdrive was beautiful, even now. 

Turning toward her father, she said flatly, “If this is not resolved at the next Council meeting, there will be war.”

“Between Creon and Borela?” her father queried.

“Between the Alliance and Borela if they do not call off the raids; between Creon and the Alliance if the Council does not have the nerve to vote for and enforce censure,” Armena replied. “We have many allies from the old Borela wars who will be willing to help if needed.”

Armena walked slowly around the room, gazing at the art she had collected during her travels, remembering the varied cultures she had encountered and the people who had given her the pieces. “The Alliance has brought peace, admittedly tenuous at times, to much of the galaxy, has fostered needed cultural interchange, and has helped us to understand one another better. Nations and planetary systems are learning to resolve differences by negotiation, not confrontation. The Borela will shatter all that unless they relent. And for what? A small planet suitable only for farming.”

She stopped and turned again toward her father, who sat back in his chair, pensively stroking his beard. “Father, I have prayed that this will be resolved peacefully, yet I am doubtful. I have never seen Councilor Chockdal so enraged. I fear that he is now beyond reason and will continue this charade until war erupts. He plays his part well, acting as though he really has no knowledge of the raids on Grea.”

“Maybe he doesn't,” replied Loresse after a moment's pause.

“Are you serious, Father?” Armena asked incredulously.

“Yes, I am. It is a possibility that must be considered. Have you ever known Chockdal to lie, in or out of Council? He may engage in the usual political posturing and maneuvering, but he is not given to lies.”

Loresse rose and walked over to his daughter. “Armena, do not bear evil toward Chockdal. Instead, consider that the Councilor might be speaking the truth.”


Chapter 3: Alliance Date 34.233

The bridge of the Altaar

 

Captain Darius Londar’s first officer greeted him as he entered the bridge, “Good day, Captain!”

Captain Londar returned the greeting, “Good day, Lieutenant Doral,” as he assumed his chair. “What is our present status?”

“All systems are in normal working order, the escort ships are alongside and functional, and we are still two days away from Creon, cruising at hyperdrive factor 2. The nearest Alliance base is at Galelel, one day away at current velocity,” responded the lieutenant. “Councilor Sandal and her father are well but have spent much time to themselves this trip, even more than is their custom.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” said the captain. “They have no doubt been discussing the Council meeting. I have heard that it was rather heated. Forward view screen on.”

He settled into his chair to watch the stars on the screen. In hyperdrive, light-based sensors could capture images only from objects to the front, producing a rapidly changing succession of multicolored blips and streaks on the screen. Captain Londar enjoyed the view, especially upon first entering the bridge. It gave him a sense of actually moving, of going somewhere. Pisar-based sensors could capture images from all locations around the ship, but Captain Londar had always thought the pictures too surrealistic.

“Captain Londar, a flight of vessels has entered long-distance sensor range on an apparent intercept course at hyperdrive factor 3,” reported Lieutenant Doral.

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” responded Captain Londar, swiveling his chair to face him. “Can you identify them?”

“Not yet, Captain. The flight has increased velocity to HDF 4, maintaining apparent intercept course.”

He swiveled to face the screen again.

“Helmsman, alter present course to 168 mark 45, maintain HDF 2,” he ordered.

The helmsman responded, altering the course as ordered.

“Captain, the flight has adjusted to maintain an intercept course with our ship,” reported Lieutenant Doral.

“Resume original course. Lieutenant, how long until projected intercept?” queried Captain Londar.

“One hour, sir.”

“Send a message to Creon Flight Command and to the Alliance base at Galelel informing them of our status. Keep me informed on the progress of these uninvited guests.”

 

 

En route to Galelel

 

Three days after leaving Thendor, Sterling and Guthrie were eager to arrive at Galelel. They had just encountered a Mandorian smuggler who had not appreciated their intrusion.

“Sterling, I tried what you suggested and almost had my head blown away by that holographic image. Next time, I'll use the shrouding system while I listen, or else shoot first, then listen,” retorted Guthrie.

“Okay, so I was wrong. But you're good! I knew you could take care of yourself, even against a cosmohologram,” replied Sterling with a chuckle. “Let's get on to Galelel. I doubt that there will be any more 'challenges': we have tested almost every system on these two ships. Keep your eyes and ears open anyway.” The two regrouped and continued their journey. The freedom of walking on Galelel was only a day away.

 

 

Councilor Sandal's quarters on the Altaar

 

Over the ship’s intercom, Captain Londar interrupted Armena's discussion with Loresse, “Councilor Sandal, forgive the interruption, but you are needed on the bridge.”

“Why? Is there some problem?” asked Armena.

“Yes, Councilor, there is. An hour ago, our sensors detected a flight of vessels entering our vicinity on an apparent intercept course. We have monitored them since and they have maintained the intercept course, with a rendezvous in ten minutes,” said Captain Londar.

“Who are they, Captain?”

“Fifteen armed Borelan fighters, Councilor. They have not responded to our communications. Our escort ships are armed but must maintain a defensive posture until we know their intent,” replied the captain. “Your presence on the bridge may be helpful if there is a confrontation.”

Armena and her father looked at each other incredulously.

“Chockdal's reply,” said Armena to her father. “I'll be there at once, Captain,” she spoke toward the intercom.

Captain Londar greeted Armena when she arrived on the bridge. “We have hailed them repeatedly, informing them of our diplomatic status, but they have not retreated nor attempted communication; we have tried unsuccessfully to outdistance them. As a diplomatic vessel, we have no weapons, and our escort ships will have difficulty fending an attack. I have raised our shields and sent messages to Creon Flight Command and to the Alliance base at Galelel, but we can expect no help from either because of their distance.”

Lieutenant Doral reported, “The Borelan flight has overtaken us, Captain, and has surrounded our ship.” As he spoke, two Borelan fighters flew over the Altaar, becoming visible on the forward view screen. They maintained a sentinel position in front of the Creon ship. The pisar sensors produced two ghostly images on the screen.

“Ship to red alert,” ordered the Captain. “Transmit update to Creon Flight Command and to the Alliance base at Galelel.”

The Borelan fighters and the Altaar streaked side by side at HDF 6, sandwiching the escorts between them. Captain Londar and Armena waited pensively. What seemed to be an eternity passed before a voice spoke over the hailing channel, “This is First Commander Draktal So. Come to full stop, and prepare to receive our boarding party. Councilor Chockdal Du has sent us for Councilor Sandal.”

Armena raised her eyebrows, surprised and angered. “Why has Councilor Chockdal sent an armed party for me? Where is the Councilor now? Let me speak to him!”

“No questions! Do as I say,” came Draktal's terse reply. “I have little patience with you Creons. Stop your vessel now, or I shall make you stop.”

“Negative!” countered Captain Londar. “This is a diplomatic vessel. You have no cause or right to threaten us or to interfere with our flight. We will not stop for you to kidnap our Councilor. We will defend ourselves.”

“You shall try, but it will be in vain. Your escorts are outnumbered three to one,” said Draktal. “Avoid any bloodshed by obeying me.”

“Negative, Commander Draktal. We have informed Creon Flight Command and the Alliance base at Galelel. This effrontery will not remain secret,” retorted Captain Londar.

“As you wish, Captain. Help will not arrive in time to be of benefit to you, and as for the Alliance, here is my reply.”

The Borelan flight unleashed maser fire on the escort ships and the Altaar. One escort was damaged, and the others narrowly evaded the initial volley, but the Altaar's shields took several direct hits. The Borelan fighters engaged the Altaar's escorts, seeking to neutralize or destroy them, but Draktal So had ordered them to capture the Altaar intact.

 

 

Sterling and Guthrie were surprised by the incoming message on the hyperspace communications monitor. The Altaar, a Creon diplomatic vessel, requested assistance because of an attack by Borelan fighters.

“Another challenge?” asked Guthrie.

“I don't know, Guthrie. The transmission point coordinates are divergent from our present course. The AIS would not use this type of scenario as a test, particularly after what we witnessed on Grea. I think this is 'material'. Activate shrouding system and shields, arm all weapons, lay in course, and accelerate to HDF 12.”

The energized shrouding system quickly caused the two ships to be invisible and undetectable. The two shrouded RF 4000's rushed to join the unfolding battle.

When they approached the scene fifteen minutes later, Sterling and Guthrie saw the Altaar stationary in space, with all systems functioning except propulsion, the engine pods having been severely damaged. A swarm of fighters engaged in a dogfight surrounded the Altaar. Maser fire and missiles trailed between the Borelans and the escorts. The RF 4000's stopped ten thousand meters away.

“I count ten Borelans and two escorts,” noted Guthrie.

“The two escorts will not last for long. Let's give them a hand,” said Sterling. “The odds are a bit unfair, though.”

“You mean for the Borelans,” gibed Guthrie.

They accelerated toward the fray and selected targets. Each disabled his shrouding system just before engaging the Borelans. Caught unaware, the first two Borelans fell easy prey to their missiles, the Borelan shielding proving worthless. Sterling intercepted another fighter, firing two missiles that struck their target simultaneously. He saw two Borelans pursuing an escort around the port of the Altaar, firing masers. He shot after them and saw Guthrie destroy the trailing Borelans as he came over the motionless Altaar. Guthrie streaked by the debris. Sterling fired on the remaining Borelans, disabling the vessel.

“The remaining five are on the starboard chasing an escort,” said Sterling. “I'll go below, and you go over the top.”

They flew to the other side of the Altaar, only to watch the Borelans destroy the escort. They came upon the Borelans and quickly dispatched two of them. The remaining three Borelans fled, returning fire that deflected off the shields of their pursuers.

Sterling and Guthrie chased them atop the Altaar and down past the bow. They were about to fire when suddenly they were both rocked by blasts aft.

“What?” exclaimed Sterling as he fired on the Borelan and veered away quickly. His missiles failed to hit their mark.

“Rear shields heavily damaged. What could do that so easily?” he asked himself. His scanner revealed the answer: two fighters of unknown origin.

“Who are they, and where did they come from?” he thought.

“Guthrie, we have problems: two uninvited guests who pack a heavy punch. AIS doesn't know about these fellows.”

“They do now!”

Guthrie had also veered off, away from Sterling. They fought to evade the intruders and regain control of the fight, but their new opponents were as maneuverable as they, and better armed.

Guthrie was assaulted by one of the interlopers from the rear and by a Borelan from either side. Sterling looped over the Altaar, spinning to avoid fire from the one trailing him. He saw Guthrie's plight, missiles streaming from the enemy toward his friend.

“Get out, Guthrie! Get out of there!” he screamed. The first missile disintegrated Guthrie's shield in a blue flash. The impact of the second missile exploded his ship into a torrent of shimmering fragments. 

Driven by rage, Sterling spun around and, cursing his enemy, fired upon the intruder, and shot upwards. The maser fire, red in its course, went blue on his opponent's shield.

The two intruders fired at Sterling as they chased him over the Altaar and between the Borelans, who were too slow to benefit their allies. Sterling darted behind a Borelan fighter, which was blown apart by the intruders. They split and came upon Sterling from two sides. Their missiles disabled his remaining shields. They passed and looped back. Sterling came around and dodged one, firing masers and missiles. A brilliant blue flash told him he had destroyed the shields. He quickly fired again, and the intruder's ship became glittering white debris.

The lone intruder closed on Sterling and fired. Sterling rolled his ship. The missile glanced off behind the cockpit, and red and blue light danced over his instruments. His weapons' systems had been disabled. Fire from the intruder streaked past him as he dodged another hit.

His mind raced. Guthrie was dead. Where had these two fighters come from? Did they have a shrouding device too? Were these Borelans? His friend was gone. Without weapons, he couldn't fight back, but maybe he could out-think his enemy.

Sterling punched his console. The ship shot away into the blackness. His sudden move bought him some distance, but the fighter soon gained on him. The two ships flew across thousands of kilometers of space. Sterling maximized his velocity to HDF 12, but the intruder continued to close the gap. Soon he would be within range to fire.

Sterling searched the scanner. There ahead was his salvation: a tight grouping of two tellerand, a folding of the fabric of space upon itself that compressed vast distances into a few hundred kilometers. The computer indicated that one emerged in the proximity of the Alliance base at Ligna 3, on the other side of Alliance space. The other was uncharted.

The points connected by most of the stable tellerand had been charted, first by probes, then by manned ships. Some tellerand, though, were unstable, appearing and collapsing without warning. The probes sent to chart tellerand had never survived such a collapse. It was a perilous affair to enter an uncharted tellerand.

The intruder fired. Sterling steadied his ship and at the last instant darted into one of the tellerands, its darkness enveloping him. He thought of his friend and was grieved, then angry, then glad to be alive, then angry at himself for being alive. His friend had been taken suddenly, as had his father. Now Guthrie, too, was only a memory.

Thirty seconds passed in what seemed like an eternity. He searched his scanner: he was alone.

“Coward,” Sterling thought as he raced through the uncharted tellerand.

Sixty seconds passed, an unusually long time in a tellerand. Had it collapsed? Was he trapped within? How could it collapse but not kill him?

Ten more seconds passed. Suddenly, he burst from the tellerand, a myriad of stars surrounding him. He looked ahead and saw planets orbiting a yellow star. He had entered a solar system in hyperdrive!

He punched the console. The hyperdrive engines jolted him forward as they switched to full reverse. A large, ringed planet passed by; then a smaller blue planet filled his vision. His eyes caught the familiar patterns of the landmasses. He was headed straight for Earth.

His eyes widened as Earth rapidly neared. The deceleration pressed him hard into the restraining harness as Earth loomed ever larger. The hyperdrive engines failed under the strain; he plummeted toward a collision. He engaged the flux engines and fired the thrusters, trying to decrease the ship's angle of descent into the outer atmosphere.

The heat soon damaged the flux engines. Sterling struggled to keep his ship properly aligned with the thrusters. Down the ship dove, beginning to glow.

The landmasses became more defined. He could see mountains and rivers, and a large expanse of blue ocean. On the ocean went, a seemingly endless blue carpet. Suddenly land appeared again, green with vegetation.

He used his thrusters to slow his descent. The land passed again to ocean. The strained thrusters continued to slow his fall as Earth came closer, the ocean yielding to dry, sandy ground.

Ahead was a range of low mountains, which he now realized he could not cross. He saw a place that would do as a landing area if only he could slow the ship enough. He fired the thrusters again, forward and beneath. The ship bounced and skidded across the dry ground, dust obscuring his view. The ship stopped suddenly and jerked him forward, then back, hitting his head on the seat.

Sterling Newman slumped forward, unconscious.

 

 

The Bridge of the Altaar

 

Draktal So spoke over the hailing frequency with a satisfied air, “As I foretold, Captain, you have resisted in vain. We have routed your escorts and, with the help of our friends, disposed of the two meddlers who sought to rescue you. Your ship has been disabled. Prepare to be boarded. We will take the Councilor and depart.”

“Captain, a Borelan warship has suddenly been detected by our scanners, along the port,” reported Lieutenant Doral.

The captain had the view screen switched to port. He and Armena were both shocked to see a Borelan warship docking with the Altaar. The Borelan fighters were entering a bay beneath the warship.

“Where did that come from?” asked Captain Londar aloud.

“I don't know, Captain,” replied Lieutenant Doral. “One moment there was nothing on the monitor; the next it appeared.”

“They must have some system to hide them from our sensors,” Captain Londar said, walking toward the screen. “This idea has been theorized for a long time, but to our knowledge no one has ever produced such a system. The Alliance does not even have this capability.”

“Captain, will you be able to repair your propulsion system?” asked Armena.

His eyes still fixed on the screen, Captain Londar replied, “Yes, we can repair the flux engines, but it will require several days. All other systems are functioning, and we have adequate provisions.”

“Commander Draktal,” Armena spoke, “will you assure the safety of the Altaar if I come with you peacefully?”

“You have my word as an honorable Borelan, Councilor,” came the reply.

“Very well. Captain Londar, offer them no resistance. I will go with them. My father will speak for me at the Creon Council. Please have him come to the bridge. It will require a miracle, but perhaps yet war can be avoided.”

 

 

Draktal So appeared on the bridge as Armena was giving her father a message for the Creon President. He towered above the Creon crew as he surveyed the scene. His fists were firmly planted upon his belt, from which hung his maser. His face was grim and determined as he approached Armena, pushing aside Captain Londar.

With Draktal So overshadowing them, Armena and Loresse embraced.

“Seishu be with you, Armena.”

“And with you, Father.”

Draktal yanked Armena from Loresse.

“Come with me,” he ordered, as he directed her toward the lift.

Armena wrenched her arm from Draktal and glared at him. “I will come on my own, at my own pace. I am an Alliance Council Councilor, and I will not be so ill-treated!”

Defiantly straightening her garments, she said, “Now, let us proceed.”

They joined two guards who were waiting in the lift. Designed for Creons, the lift was cramped for the three huge Borelans and Armena.

Finally the doors opened, and the group exited. They walked the corridors in silence. The company passed through the docking bay into the Borelan warship.

Draktal and the two guards escorted Armena to her quarters. Once they were inside, the guards left Draktal alone with Armena.

“You will be comfortable here, Councilor. Do not leave your quarters unescorted.”

“Where is Councilor Chockdal? When do I see him and get an explanation for this abduction?”

Draktal laughed mockingly, “You are not going to see the good Councilor Chockdal Du. You are going to see someone far more important than that old man. You, dear Councilor, are going to see Pragsmon, the Kirillean Emperor.”

“Who?” Armena asked curtly.

“Pragsmon, ruler of the vast empire of Kirill,” Draktal replied, taunting Armena. “Your expression shows your disbelief. I assure you, Councilor, he does exist, and all the speculation you have heard concerning him does not even halfway meet his reality.”

Angrily, Armena cried, “You lied! Pragsmon sent you, not Chockdal. For what purpose?”

“That you will learn in due time,” responded Draktal, turning toward the door. He looked back at Armena and sneered, “Councilor, I also lied about my honor.”

The door closed behind him as he withdrew. Armena was glad to be shielded from his sinister laugh. She walked to the window and saw the Altaar suspended amidst the stars. Then, to her horror, she saw two red beams emanate from the warship and strike the Altaar. As it exploded, she screamed and reached out toward her father. She collapsed to the floor and wept.

 

 

Earth

 

Sterling first noticed the silence, interrupted only by the sound of his breathing. He next noticed a headache as he righted his torso. As he stretched, he licked his parched lips and tasted blood. He opened his eyes to see the cockpit shield covered with dust and debris, diffusing the sunlight into a brown haze and preventing any accurate observation of his surroundings.

The inside of the craft was hot and dry. The air was stifling. The console was dark and inactive. He entered the sequence to activate the craft: no response. He repeated the sequence, again with no response. He could hardly breathe; he had to get out.

Sterling made his way slowly out of the cockpit, then along the corridor that led to the entry chamber in the middle of the ship. The passage was dim, almost dark, before he arrived at his destination.

He reached to activate the door but remembered that it was inoperative. The entire ship was inoperative! He would have to use the accessory hatch.

Without lights, it took Sterling several minutes to find the correct wall panel. He opened the latch compartment and unlocked the panel, which opened and swung into the room. The blackness of the passage to the accessory hatch enveloped his searching hand. He located the railing and pulled himself into the darkness.

The passage was four meters long, though now it seemed much longer. At the end, he unlocked the outer hatch and pushed hard against it. The hatch finally came free, swinging out and upwards. Dirt and rocks careened down. A flood of bright sunlight poured in, causing Sterling to blink and cover his eyes. As the dust settled, Sterling filled his lungs with the welcome fresh air.

When he had become accustomed to the light, he surveyed the landscape. He was in a range of low mountains and foothills, dry, with little vegetation. The land was desolate, the sky quiet.

He jumped down to the ground and walked around his ship. It had come to rest on a plateau surrounded on three sides by higher ground. He walked some twenty meters away from the ship, following its landing path, noting that it had skidded only a few meters. The thrusters had worked well.

At the end of this level area, the ground sloped down sharply. He saw around him hills that gradually descended to a plain, but no cities, either near or far.

“Not many areas like this,” he commented to himself.

He walked down the slope several meters and found that his ship was well concealed at the distant end of a hollow in the hills. Sterling determined from the sun's course that he was facing east. He looked around once more and returned to the ship.


Chapter 4: Alliance Date 34.234

Aboard a Borelan warship

 

Armena awoke on the floor of her quarters, the surroundings shattering her hopes that what had transpired had been a nightmare. She arose and went to the lone table in the room, where she sat to pray.

Sometime later, her prayer was interrupted by the sound of the door opening. She turned to see a Borelan security officer standing in the threshold, her weapon poised. Armena was wanted on the bridge.

The security officer guided Armena toward the bridge without a word. The nozzle of her maser pistol provided all the direction Armena needed. They walked the ship's corridors in silence.

“Ah, the Councilor,” jested Draktal as Armena entered the bridge. “Thank you for joining us.”

She glared at him mutely.

“Councilor, why don't you talk to me? Have you forgotten how, or are you just uncivilized like all other Creons?” asked Draktal sarcastically, rising from his chair to face her.

Armena walked slowly toward Draktal. She noticed that this advance caused the security officer to tense, so she stopped.

“How dare you speak to me of civility,” she said coldly. “You murdered my friends and my father, without any cause. Why?”

“It was part of the plan, my dear Councilor,” he replied.

“You intended to destroy that ship all along, you loathsome liar,” she said, the anger welling in her. “God may be able to forgive you, but I can't. I will make certain that you are punished, you and your Emperor Pragsmon.”

He laughed aloud.

“You are hardly in a position to make certain of anything, Councilor. As for punishment, I prefer vengeance, so please don't pander me with punishment. Threaten revenge instead: it makes my blood boil,” he hissed, passing his hand over Armena's cheek.

Armena drove her right fist into his abdomen, causing him to wince. The security officer raised her weapon, and Armena braced herself for the blast.

“Do not fire,” Draktal ordered sharply.

With a sardonic smile, Draktal said, “Councilor, you do have a temper. I like that spirit, but if Emperor Pragsmon did not want you to arrive safe and unharmed, I would kill you now myself for your impudence. We have three days' journey to Kirill: do not cross me again. Back to your quarters. Now! Go!”

The security officer shoved Armena off the bridge and forced her back to her quarters.

Draktal So sat back down in his chair, his hand secretly comforting his abdomen.

 

 

Creon

 

Vice Councilor Vincent Mondras lay snuggled comfortably in his bed as the waking chimes completed their third chorus. He had another five minutes to sleep before a disconcerting blast would resound from his pillow.

He decided to stretch this early morning doze to its limit. He would stay in bed until the last possible moment, then roll out into the soft chair, less than an arm's length from the bed. There he would continue his gradual awakening to face the new day.

Thirty seconds remaining. Vincent slowly opened one eye to ascertain the chair's distance and to get a first look out his window: the chair sat in its usual position, and it was overcast outside. He threw aside his covers and rotated about an invisible pole to land softly in the chair.

He checked the clock on the table beside his chair. As usual, he had saved his ears an unpleasant experience by only seconds.

Vincent rested his head comfortably upon his right hand, his elbow supported by the table. He began to clear his early morning befuddlement by considering his breakfast choices.

The pleasant but distinct toning of the comm interrupted him. He fumbled on the table for the switch with his left hand, wondering who would be calling him at this hour on his day off.

“Hello,” he said, as he activated the switch.

“Good morning, Councilor Mondras,” said the President of the Creon system.

Vincent sat up, not wanting to appear slack to the President. “Good day, President Zindar,” he replied, trying to sound more alert than he looked. “What may I do for you?”

“Sorry to get you up, Mondras, but we must discuss an important matter at once,” said President Zindar.

“He always calls me by my last name,” Vincent thought. He asked, “What is it?”

Vincent wanted to yawn and stretch but managed to remain still as President Zindar replied, “We have just received confirmation that Borelan fighters attacked and destroyed the Altaar on 34.233. There were no survivors.”

With these words, President Zindar whisked away the remaining cobwebs clinging to the recesses of Vincent's mind. Vincent ran his fingers through his thick black hair as he looked toward the ceiling. He sighed, thumped his hands upon the table, and cried, “What are they trying to do? This is insane!”

“I could not agree more, Mondras. You are now the Creon Councilor to the Alliance Council. Come to my office at once so we can discuss this more fully. I'll be waiting for you with the ministers.”

The comm went blank before Vincent could assure the President that he would be there as soon as possible.

Vincent dressed hurriedly. He gulped some water, grabbed some fruit from the pantry, retrieved his overcoat, and scurried out of his apartment toward the lift. His door closed silently behind him.

“Hey, wait up,” he cried down the hall as he saw the lift door begin to close behind an elderly couple.

None of the passengers acknowledged his plea. The door shut and the lift began its descent as he arrived breathless.

He pushed the down arrow pad three times in a futile effort to recall the lift.

“It will take forever to get back here. It will probably stop at every floor on the way down,” he groaned.

Normally, missing a lift was of little consequence to Vincent. He knew that eventually it would return and there was no good reason to become anxious over the matter or to use the stairs.

Today, though, he felt different.

Down the stairs he went. He started slowly at first, still winded from his jog to catch the lift. He began to analyze the situation and conjecture the tasks the President would give him.

“I suppose I will have to present the ministers' views at the next Alliance Council meeting. That should not be too difficult: give a speech, ask for a vote. Armena probably did all the legwork before she was killed,” he thought.

He stopped suddenly between landings.

“But what if she didn't?” he said aloud.

There was no reply in the stairwell.

“What if she didn't?” he repeated in a lower tone as he slowly resumed his descent. “What if I have to engage in negotiations or even politics with the other Councilors? Curse you, Armena Sandal. Why did you get yourself killed?”

Vincent speeded his steps.

“It was not supposed to work out this way. I'm a bureaucrat, not a diplomat,” he muttered as he jerked open the stairwell door and burst into the lobby.

The automatic exterior doors swished open as he approached. He looked up at the sky as he left the building. He donned his overcoat and pulled up the collar around his neck. He set off to catch a tram for the Executive Complex as rain began to fall from darkened skies.

 

 

Earth

 

Sterling found the canister of compressed air in the maintenance storage area with some difficulty. The inside of the ship was hot and the air stale, although he had left the accessory hatch open. He attached the canister to his utility belt and made his way back outside. Walking around the ship, he noted that it had suffered no major damage.

On his hands and knees, he inspected what he could of the underside and found it also to be intact, with no protruding fragments or leaking fluids. He could only conjecture as to the condition of the remainder of the ship.

 RF 4000s were designed for more controlled, slower atmospheric entries. Sterling was glad this one had performed so well.

He finished his circuit of the ship and continued on to the starboard, finally coming to the access ladder. Sterling grabbed the lowest rung and climbed it to the top of the ship, which he found to be covered with brown rocks and dirt.

The ship was disk-shaped, though it had a definite fore and aft, with enough aerodynamic configuration to fly in any atmosphere.

He had climbed six meters off the ground, but he could not see anymore than he had seen on his earlier excursion.

He walked to the solar array. “Not much use with all the dirt,” he remarked to himself. He carefully removed the larger rocks and stones, and blew away the dirt and dust with the compressed air. Only two of the sectors showed any damage.

“I can replace those later,” he muttered.

The remainder of the array would give him enough power to run the environmental systems until sundown. By then he hoped to have the main power operational; tomorrow he could repair the communications system and inform the Earth Defense Force of his location. It was important that he inform the Council about the two surprise fighters. He looked into the sky and surmised that he had about six hours to complete his task.

Much to his pleasure, he found the environmental systems working satisfactorily when he reentered the ship. He now had lights, treated air, and drinking water. He checked the dining area and found that some of the food was still edible, enough for three days, four if he rationed it carefully. Initially, he told himself that wouldn't be necessary, as he would be located tomorrow, but remembering his training, he decided to ration the little that he had.

Sterling set to work on the main power and found that most of the circuits had no evident physical damage. After making an inventory of the damaged circuits, he located their replacements and made the necessary switches. He finished his task and returned to the cockpit.

He entered the proper sequence on the console, but the main power did not come on line. He vented his frustration by kicking the console, but even this was futile. Sterling sighed and left the cockpit to reexamine the problem.

He found the main power source to be operational but unable to feed energy to the ship. He retested all of the circuits: they were each intact. Perplexed, he went outside to take a break.

The sun was setting over the hills in front of the ship. Soon the lengthening shadows would cover the solar array, robbing him of his power supply. He could do no more today, and he was tired from his efforts.

Sterling returned to the ship and prepared his bed. He would sleep inside unless it became too hot. As he rested his head on his pillow, he began to think that he might be here for several days after all.


Chapter 5: Alliance Date 34.236

Aboard a Borelan warship

 

Armena was seated on the sofa, lost in thought about her father. During her many hours alone, she had found herself thinking of him often.

The “whoosh” of her door opening registered only in her subconscious. Armena continued to stare at the blank wall before her. She did not hear the footfalls as they advanced toward her.

Armena's trance was broken when she became aware of eyes staring down at her. She looked up to see a guard, weapon poised, standing beside her. The guard did not speak but Armena knew the reason for her presence: another summons from Draktal So.

“I don't suppose that you could tell him that I am busy.” Armena said.

The guard gave no response except to place his finger on the weapon's firing pad.

Armena slowly rose from the couch.

“Somehow, I didn't think so,” she said to her silent companion as they headed for the door.

They walked in silence, the guard following closely behind Armena. Thus they began anew the ritual she had performed twice each day on the journey.

They made their way along a now familiar route. Down a long, sparsely populated corridor, then into a broader corridor leading to a lift. As they neared the ship's central core, the hallways became more crowded, but to a lesser degree than she had expected.

The lift sped up several decks before coming to a smooth halt. They exited the lift and headed down the busiest corridor she had experienced. They eventually came to a coded door.

Beyond the door was the bridge, and Draktal So.

Armena found the familiarity of the bridge in some strange way comforting. Officers were always positioned at the numerous stations performing their duties. Most did not acknowledge her presence; some glanced at her momentarily and returned to work. Still, it was contact with people, and it helped dispel her loneliness.

But only momentarily, for as soon as the guard had positioned Armena beside Draktal's chair, he would take notice of her and begin their “encounter”, as he referred to these meetings.

“Councilor, you are late. You have delayed my crewman in his duties and have inconvenienced me,” Draktal snapped. “Typical for a Creon woman.”

Armena held her tongue. Once before, pointing out that she had little control over her schedule had only brought further derision.

Draktal rose and faced Armena.

“Can't you see that I am a busy man? I have a ship to run.”

Armena's eyes narrowed.

“All I see is a loathsome, arrogant reptile.”

Draktal smiled, the tip of his tongue flicking between his lips.

Laughing, he turned in a full circle.

“You do give colorful descriptions, Councilor. I am arrogant. And rightly so.”

He walked back to Armena pointing a long finger as he spoke, “I am on the forefront of a new frontier. You and your puny Alliance! You have no idea what awaits you.”

Armena was becoming angered at Draktal's taunting. She tried to contain her emotions, to cap her anger. She did not want to lose control again.

But her anger did rise from deep within her, and with it she assailed Draktal. “I'll see you dead! I hate you. You are nothing more than a murderer!” she yelled. He rushed toward her, baring his teeth.

“Yes!” he cried when he had come next to her.

She swung at him, catching his neck as he dodged her fist.

“Yes!” he cried again. “More, more. Let your rage vent itself on me: it makes you more enticing.”

Draktal's expression changed from malevolence to longing. The corners of his lips upturned in an evil smile as he looked down upon her.

Realizing that she had lost control, Armena cried within herself, “Seishu, no! Help me. I must maintain control.”

She crossed her arms over her chest and tried to turn away but his large, strong hands gripped her arms and pulled her close to him.

She felt his breath heavy and oppressive on her face.

“Seishu, please let this pass. Take away this anger,” she prayed. “Deliver me from him.”

She felt herself loosen as her anger slowly subsided but Draktal maintained his grip on her. He raised her from the floor to his eye level.

“More, Councilor. Give me more. Kick at me, spit at me. Vilify me. Drive my own anger and my desire.”

Armena did not respond. Draktal began to shake her violently, but still she did not respond, did not even open her eyes. She repeated verses from her book to herself as Draktal continued shaking her.

Finally, she felt herself flying toward the floor, as Draktal threw her aside, his longing now turned to frustration.

Armena opened her eyes to see that she was hurtling toward a chair. She broke her fall on the floor but crashed headlong into the empty chair.

Armena lay on the floor. Draktal's heavy breathing pounded in her ears. She felt blood running down her cheek.

She pulled herself up and leaned on the seat of the chair. She tasted blood as it trickled into the corner of her mouth. Draktal stood over her.

Armena looked around the bridge. All the officers were about their duties, oblivious to her.

“Maybe this is how Draktal treats all his prisoners,” she thought. “Maybe he uses this treatment for any Creon; maybe he has reserved it only for me.” She sickened at the thought.

“No,” she said quietly, her eyes meeting his as he loomed over her. “No more will I allow myself to be used by you. Do as you will with me, but you will not have the pleasure of my anger again.”

She rested her head upon the chair's seat.

“You pitiful Creon wench,” he spat at her. “We should have ridded the galaxy of you thirty-five years ago.”

Armena sat motionless except for the gentle rise and fall of her breathing.

“Take her away,” Draktal ordered.

The guard came to stand over Armena as Draktal returned to his chair. He did not offer to help her stand but waited with his weapon poised.

Slowly, she pushed herself to her feet, steadied herself against the back of the chair, and walked toward the door that opened silently before them.

Armena and the guard retraced their steps, eventually returning to her quarters. The guard opened the door, through which Armena staggered. She found her way to the sofa and collapsed over the armrest onto the soft, comforting cushions.

 

 

Earth

 

Sterling spent most of the next day attempting to repair his ship. Obtaining energy from the main power unit proved impossible. At least the power from the solar array kept the ship comfortable and well lighted. He still longed to take a shower.

As the sun began to set, Sterling climbed the western end of the hollow in which he had landed. He now stood twenty meters above his ship. Looking east from the ridge's summit, he saw the shadows stretching over the plain, enveloping it in darkness. To the west he saw the hills descend to another plain. Far away he thought he saw the sun glinting as off a mirror.

The ridge stretched north and south, gradually rising on its southerly course. In the fading light of the evening, the path to the east appeared the most manageable.

To his surprise, the Earth Defense Force had not located him. He had expected them to arrive with some earthbound AIS officer determined to put Sterling in his place. The idea of entering a solar system in hyperdrive!

“Surely they tracked my entry and descent, so why have they not found me?” he muttered to himself. It did not make sense, but neither did the current status of his ship.

He surveyed the entire vista again and thought about his situation. There was no hope of repairing his ship here: he would need the services of an Alliance base. Though he had ample drinking water, he had food for only two days. He could either wait for help to come or go find his own.

Sterling watched the golden evening sun sink further below the western horizon. Tomorrow he would travel to the southeast, along the path he had noted earlier.

He ambled to the ship, observing that the sky had been unusually quiet since his arrival.


Chapter 6: Alliance Date 34.237

Aboard a Borelan warship

 

Armena awoke with her face buried in the sofa's cushions. Her breakfast had been placed on the nearby table.

She attempted to stand but found rolling off the sofa onto the floor a less taxing maneuver. She landed with a thud, and then sat upright.

Her head was still spinning as she rose. She went to the sink, drew a basin full of water, and splashed it over her face, thankful for its bracing effect. She gingerly touched her right temple. It was swollen, and crusted with dried blood.

Armena returned to the sofa and placed her breakfast tray on her lap. As she picked over the food, she was grateful that they provided her with Creon food, not Borelan fare, which she had always disliked.

“Why can't I remember the teachings when I need them most? Why did I react that way?” she wondered.

“Maybe you don't spend enough time with God when you are calm and well,” came a thought into her mind.

Armena smiled as her father's words returned to her across the vast canyon that now separated them.

“Perhaps you are right, Father,” she said aloud. “You said the same thing when I was younger. Perhaps I don't spend enough time with Seishu.”

She chewed thoughtfully on a piece of panchual, one of her favorite fruits. She began to recall random verses from her book but was unable to concentrate on a complete passage. Her mind repeatedly drifted to her father.

Her mother had died early in Armena's childhood. Armena and Loresse had been almost constant companions since then. Although he had realized that raising a child alone would be difficult because of his duties in the Alliance Diplomatic Corps, Loresse had decided to keep Armena with him. She had always been thankful that he had not sent her to boarding school.

As she had matured, Armena had come to understand the sacrifices her father had made so that he could spend time with her and supervise her development.

He had spent most of his time in the Diplomatic Corps office on Creon, limiting the duration of his trips, except when Armena was out of school. He would request more involved, longer missions and take Armena with him. Thus she had come to visit many of the Alliance planetary systems before completing her secondary schooling.

The evolving Alliance and the changes it had brought had intrigued her, but she had most enjoyed observing her father as he interacted with people. Though never the primary negotiator by his own choice, he had been valued for his ability to help parties from different cultures reach agreements. He could almost feel the character of a people and, more importantly, could translate their needs, desires, and ambitions to an entirely different people seated across a table. He could reduce the chasm that often existed between two cultures to less than the width of that table.

After finishing secondary school, Armena had attended a university away from home. Loresse had encouraged her in this step.

“You need to do this to develop your independence,” he had said. “To be the best in your chosen profession, you will need your independence almost as much as you will need your faith.”

The time away from her father had been difficult for Armena. She had eagerly anticipated their visits but had found herself content with her new friends and surroundings when they were apart. She had gradually become independent, as her father had predicted.

Upon completion of her university studies, Armena had entered the Creon Diplomatic Corps. She soon had come to be recognized as a gifted negotiator. Almost overnight she had been appointed the Creon Councilor to the Doranian Planetary System. Having seen the swift demise of others who had been ill counseled, Armena had requested her father to be her personal adviser.

She had been in her post as Councilor for two years when a crisis had arisen between Creon and Doran. Tensions had mounted, and Armena had been arrested in a blatant disregard for her diplomatic status. Conflict had almost erupted, but through some unorthodox negotiating strategies Armena had managed to resolve the problem, even while in captivity. When the Creon Councilor to the Alliance Council retired later that same year, Armena had been chosen as his replacement. Now, three years later, she found herself captive aboard a Borelan warship nearing Kirill. Her father was dead, and the Alliance was at the brink of disaster.

Armena finished her meal. Setting aside her tray of empty dishes, she tried to pray.

“Seishu, I miss my father,” she began; then her tears burst forth. “I love you, and I know you are always with me, but I have felt so alone these past three days. Please, let me know you are here, even in this place. I confess that I hate Draktal. I hate him so much that I want to see him dead.”

Her tears had stopped. “If I am to stop hating him,” she said, then halted in mid-sentence. “If I am to forgive him for what he has done to me, you will have to do it. I can't do it myself: he is too despicable a creature for me to forgive.”

“My child,” came another thought into her mind, in a voice other than her father's, “I will do it.”

 

 

Earth

 

Sterling arose on his third day on Earth and washed his face. After breakfast he searched for the excursion gear, managing to find only a satchel, a soft canteen, and a pair of tan boots; the full complement of gear was waiting at Galelel. He stuffed the remaining food into the satchel and filled the canteen with water and fastened them about his waist. Before he left the ship, he placed a hand maser in the satchel.

Sterling began his journey at midmorning, after securing the accessory hatch. He tried to shield his eyes from the glaring eastern sun with an upraised hand but still found himself squinting most of the time. He attempted to maintain a southeasterly course as he progressed through the hills toward the plain.

The sun was high overhead when he stopped to rest and eat. Squinting his eyelids had caused an annoying headache, which he tried to relieve by closing his eyes.

A gentle breeze blew up the valley, making his rest more pleasant and bringing to his ears a sound he had not heard all day-a sound he had not heard in three days.

He heard voices.

Sterling sat motionless but opened his eyes to scan the terrain of the valley. Far off, he saw two people climbing up the hill toward him. He studied them a bit longer, then rose and began to approach them. He deftly opened his satchel, placing his hand on the maser.

As they neared, Sterling surmised that they were men, though they were dressed in a peculiar manner. They wore loose-fitting robes or tunics, and sandals. Their dark hair hung wildly on their heads, and they had thick, curly beards. One was as tall as Sterling, the other a head shorter.

When the three travelers came together, the pair stared at Sterling, conversing with each other. Much to his surprise, his translator could not decipher their language. He listened intently but could not understand them.

“This is no language I have ever heard before on Earth,” he thought, trying to hide his befuddlement.

As the men continued their conversation, the translator searched deep within its memory nodes in attempts to process this unfamiliar input. The two spoke to each other as much with their hands as with their voices. Sterling realized the translator would be of little help, at least for now, and he hoped he could communicate with these men somehow.

Finally, fragments of intelligible speech began to reach Sterling's ears. The translator was unable to keep pace with the two men but enabled Sterling to glean that they were equally perplexed by him.

“I ... value...bags,” the short one said to his companion.

“I ... know ... see for ourselves,” replied the companion.

The short man started to circle behind Sterling, who slowly backed away, trying to keep them both in sight.

Sterling brandished his maser, halting the two momentarily. They laughed at the object in his hand and resumed their approach.

As though in a well-rehearsed dance, the two men suddenly rushed at Sterling, knives appearing from their robes.

Sterling fended the short one to his right, throwing him to the rocky ground. The tall assailant struck at him, knocking the maser from his grip. Sterling grabbed a wrist, twisted an arm and put his knee into the man's back, who dropped his knife and fell to the ground.

Sterling heard the first attacker running toward him. He rolled onto the ground to retrieve his maser. The numerous small stones pricked and tore at him through the thin fabric of his flight suit.

Through the dust he had raised, Sterling faced the tall man. He was almost upon Sterling, knife poised to strike. Sterling fired his maser, and the man slumped to the ground. The short man ran toward him yelling, his knife blade flashing in the noonday sun.

The light of the maser hit the man full in the chest. He screamed as it bore through him and collapsed into the dust.

Sterling inspected both men: they were dead.

“I can't leave them exposed, and I can't bury them,” he thought, as he searched the two limp bodies.

He found only a small leather bag, which was surprisingly heavy. Its contents jingled as he shook it. “This may be of some value,” Sterling said to himself, placing the bag into his satchel.

He took the robe and sandals off the tall man, made certain there were no witnesses, and vaporized them both with his maser. Their pungency was carried away by a light breeze.

Sterling continued his sojourn, maintaining a watchful eye for any other such travelers. As the sun began to sink below the hills to the west, he reached the beginning of the plain. Here he decided to stop for the day. He ate and reflected on the day's events, and lay down to sleep.

The folded robe made a soft pillow.

 

 

Aboard the Creon Diplomatic Vessel, Prastar

 

Councilor Mondras returned to his quarters in no happier mood than before his stroll. He had hoped that a walk about the ship would lift his spirits. Unfortunately, a somber atmosphere had replaced the usually good tenor of a diplomatic vessel. Each of the crew now bore a solemn countenance as the thought of galactic conflict percolated in their minds.

He entered his quarters and dropped into his chair. For Mondras, the prospect of a galactic war filled his every waking moment and invaded his snatches of sleep. This unaccustomed level of stress produced an uncomfortable burning in the pit of his stomach that robbed him of his appetite, to his displeasure. Vincent was not obese, but he did enjoy eating, fancying himself to be quite the connoisseur of the gourmet. Being unable to dine to his heart's content seemed to be the ultimate price for duty.

The President had instructed him to maintain close contact with all sympathetic Councilors, a task which required fielding incoming messages at all hours of the day and sending responses as necessary. He would be glad to reach Aries, where he would have expanded secretarial support.

Sleep had just begun to soothe his mind when the toning of the comm port roused him to attention.

“Not another call from another Councilor! Can't it wait? Don't they ever sleep?” he thought, as he sat up, straightening his clothes.

“Councilor Mondras, I hope that you are well and having success with our allies,” the President's voice said. Vincent noted that the President sounded no more rested than himself. He wondered about the President's appetite.

Vincent pulled himself to the desk and sat in the chair facing the comm port. “Yes, Mr. President. We have wide support, and I am optimistic that after my arrival at Aries I will be able to broaden that support. Most of the Councilors are returning several days before the meeting on 245.”

Vincent noted the dark circles outlining the President's eyes. “That is, in fact, the prompting for this call,” said the President. “We have learned that Councilor Chockdal is scheduled to arrive shortly before you. I want you to arrange a meeting with him to discuss this matter face-to-face.”

“But why?” queried Vincent, sitting up in the chair. “What is there to discuss?”

He knew that Chockdal was lying. What else would anyone expect from a Borelan?

“Much,” responded the President. “With our vessels and the Borelans shuttling about the Alliance, we have had several encounters with them since the Altaar's destruction. As you know, we have instructed our vessels to maintain a defensive posture, not to initiate any attack. The Borelans must have adopted the same position, as these encounters have only resulted in stand-offs. Sometimes this has lasted for hours. The ships would end the confrontation simply by leaving in separate directions.”

Vincent pensively slid his fingers down the shaft of his pen to the desk, flipped the pen, and repeated the motion. He clicked his nails and tapped the pen on the desktop several times.

He was trying to think. His brow furrowed as an idea surfaced.

“Sir, wouldn't that be a good strategy for the Borelans? Perhaps they have exhibited restraint hoping some anxious officer would strike first when put to the test. They could then twist the truth and claim that we were the true aggressors. They could justify a war.”

“That is a good thought, Mondras. Though deception is not beyond the Borelans, do you not find such restraint inconsistent with the highly aggressive nature of the attacks on Grea?”

He continued, “Councilor Chockdal still claims that the Borelans are innocent of these atrocities. If you talk with him privately, maybe you can learn the truth. Otherwise, I fear that the Council meeting on 245 will serve only to demarcate battle lines.”

Vincent sat back in the chair: the President was right.

“I'll arrange a meeting. I'll look at his evidence with as open a mind as possible, though you know that will not be easy,” said Mondras.

“Excellent!” said the President. “Talk to him as soon as you can. Don't let him put you off. Report to me immediately after the meeting.”

The President signed off, and his face faded from the screen.

Vincent sighed and pushed himself out of the chair. He slowly paced the room, wondering how people like the President or Armena could control their emotions in these situations. How could they be so...so...so diplomatic?

 

 

Vincent's face faded from the screen. The President turned to his Cabinet.

“I do not like it, Mr. President. That man is incapable of handling this assignment,” said Agricultural Minister Grondal. “How did he ever become the Vice Councilor in the first place?”

The other ministers unanimously echoed his sentiment, filling the room with a chorus of denunciations of Vincent Mondras.

Raising his hand, the President sought to calm his ministers.

“Please, Ministers, settle yourselves,” he said.

The litany continued unabated. The ministers were talking among themselves, impervious to the President's gentle pleading.

“Silence!” he finally roared, slamming his fist onto the table. “I will have no more of this from my Cabinet members!”

“I know that Mondras is inexperienced in these matters. He has sat in Councilor Sandal's shadow for too long. Although he has never dealt with a situation as important as this, he is our only reasonable choice.”

“How so?” asked Grondal.

“You are aware that the Alliance Council will seat only certified Councilors in the Chamber.”

The ministers grumbled their awareness of this fact.

“Mondras is our only other certified Councilor.”

“Can we not replace him? This is our Council seat we are discussing. We should have some autonomy over this,” argued Grondal. “What about State Minister Alvarar?”

All eyes turned to Alvarar, a large man possessing a rugged chin, whose presence commanded respect.

Exhibiting the diplomacy that had won him his position, President Zindar replied, “State Minister Alvarar would be a good choice for this task, but there is insufficient time before the meeting on 245 to complete the certification process.

“And how would it appear to our allies for us to replace Councilor Mondras in the middle of this crisis? Their confidence in us might waver. Mondras is our only choice. At least the other Councilors know him. We will have to hope that there is more to him than we now see. We must give him our full support, both publicly and privately. Whatever he needs, get it for him. I will be in contact with him regularly.

“We have already discussed your individual duties. We must be ready for any occurrence. We will meet again tomorrow at this same hour, sooner if warranted.”

The ministers filed from the room, leaving the President seated at the end of the long table. The silence was complete, save for the low hum of the ventilation system.

President Zindar leaned back his head.

“God, I hope that he can do this. He is our only chance.”

 

 

Earth

 

The eastern sun awoke Sterling to the beginning of his fourth day on Earth. Sore from having slept on the hard ground, he took longer than usual to get up. He finally stood, stretched, and walked around to limber his legs. There were no signs of other people. There was not much in the area at all, except dust, rocks, and scattered small green bushes.

He returned to his meager encampment, where he drank some water and slowly ate. His stores were low, only enough for today if he rationed himself as he should.

Sterling rubbed his chin in thought. He would need to find a settlement to replenish his supplies and to contact the Earth authorities.

Sterling felt hot and dirty. He splashed a small amount of water on his face, licking and drinking as much as he could. He wanted to remove his shirt but knew that would expose him to too much sun.

“My shirt. And my clothes. They don't seem to be standard fashion here, wherever 'here' is,” he thought. Sterling decided to don the robe and sandals he had acquired yesterday.

He took off his shirt, pants, and boots, and replaced them with the robe and sandals. The robe smelled as bad as he did. Its coarseness made him itch but it was cooler than his uniform. He rolled up his clothes and placed them with his boots into the satchel, cramming them in with the little food that remained and the leather bag.

He found a concealed pocket in the side of the robe that once had been home to his attacker's knife. Sterling now used it to hide his maser.

Sterling looked around and continued onto the plain in what he hoped approximated a southeasterly course.

He began to wonder why he had chosen this direction, though this morning it at least afforded some protection from the glaring sun. Sterling decided it was as good as any and pushed onward.

He had walked for an hour when he noticed a ribbon of dust rising in the distance.

“Hey, Guth...” he began, but stopped when he saw no one beside him. He felt anew the loss of his friend.

He headed for the rising dust, eager to learn its source.

Sterling could now see human forms in the dust.

“I hope they are more friendly than the first two,” he thought.

Coming closer, he saw people, many people, raising what was now a cloud of dust. They had no mechanized vehicles but instead walked or rode on donkeys or in animal-drawn wagons. They wore clothes similar to those of the two men he had met the previous day. He heard the crowd singing and talking in the same language of his assailants.

The translator still passed him only fragments.

Sterling began to walk in the same direction as the throng and finally came near the road's edge.

Initially, he walked more slowly than the procession, striving to take full notice of the spectacle before him. Many people looked at him and smiled a greeting as they continued on their way; many paid him no notice at all.

He eventually matched the crowd's pace and merged with them on the road.

“They must be going someplace,” he thought.

He walked for a couple of hours, listening to the people. Their speech was melodic, and they were generally friendly. He responded to anyone who spoke to him as best he could with gestures. The experience of partially understanding these people while being totally unable to respond verbally impressed Sterling with his dependence upon a translator. He and Guthrie had learned each other's language, and he knew enough of the major language groups in the Alliance to serve him in his work, but now he was totally baffled. Sterling searched his memory but could not recall where on Earth this might be.

As they walked, other people joined the throng, entering the road as he had done after walking across the countryside. Sterling wondered if they had encountered any bandits.

The road became increasingly congested, so the pace gradually slowed.

Sterling's stomach began to complain. He had not eaten since breakfast, and the gnawing in his abdomen was becoming more annoying. He sat near some other travelers beside the road who had stopped for the same purpose and removed his sandals.

The hard road and rough shoes had caused his feet to ache. He rubbed them and thought about putting on his socks.

Sterling had enough supplies for two more small meals but would have to get some food and water tomorrow. He hoped he would soon reach a town or even an outpost where he could communicate with the Earth authorities.

The sun was now setting, so Sterling saw no point in traveling farther. All around, he saw families and groups of friends establishing little camps for the evening. Though they seemed safe enough, he placed his hand on his maser as he fell asleep, tired from the long walk.

 

 

“Philippos,” Andreas said, nudging his friend, “where do you think he is from?”

Philippos gathered his covers and rolled to face Andreas. Stretching, he answered sleepily, “Where do I think who is from? Why are you waking me up so early? The sun is just now rising. Ask me later.” Philippos rolled back, settling in for a few more minutes' rest.

“Philippos, I'm serious,” Andreas said. “I've been watching him ever since I awoke. I saw him first last night when we settled to camp. He's alone, with no blanket or bags for provisions. He's been up awhile, walking around. His mannerisms and appearance are quite different from ours.”

Philippos sighed and propped himself on his elbows. Andreas could be quite insistent.

“You can be more annoying than the old woman in the Master's story,” he chided.

Philippos looked around the encampment. He saw a multitude of enclaves just beginning to stir as the new day dawned. His eyes finally fixed on a man who sat alone.

“Are you talking about him?” Philippos asked with a yawn, pointing toward the lone man seated some twenty meters away.

“Yes,” said Andreas. “The one by himself.”

Philippos looked at the man a while longer.

“He does look different,” Philippos commented. “He has a stubbly beard and short hair.”

“I wonder where he is from,” mused Andreas. “He wears the clothes of our people, but his appearance is not of our people,” he said thoughtfully, half to himself. “Maybe he is from Rome, here for the Feast.”

“Well, go ask him,” Philippos said.

“Maybe I will!” Andreas replied. “Maybe I will. But first, let's go for a walk.”

 

 

Andreas and Philippos returned from their walk after about twenty minutes. As they sat down to breakfast, Andreas continued to watch the man.

Finishing the last of his own meal, Andreas said to Philippos, “His breakfast has been very meager. He has eaten slowly, like a man trying to stretch out his last provisions, and he has had only a little to drink. We do not have an overabundance ourselves, but I'll offer him some of what we have.”

“A good deed and a good way to start a conversation,” Philippos smiled.

The two men walked over to the stranger. He saw them approach and placed his hand inside his tunic. Andreas smiled as they neared.

“Good morning! I am Andreas, and this is my friend, Philippos. It seems to us that your provisions are low. We want to share some of our food with you.”

Andreas reached into his bag; the man stiffened. Andreas offered some bread and figs, and the man relaxed.

The man looked up at the outstretched arms, the bread and figs, and the two faces.

Sterling stood and accepted the offering. He nodded and bowed his gratitude as best he could. An awkward silence followed.

Finally, Andreas said, “We have had our meal but would like to join you as you finish yours. We have some water here, too.”

The three sat down, and Sterling began to eat. The figs were dried, and the bread was coarse and heavy, but they were satisfying. He drank lots of water and looked at his benefactors warily, questioning the motive for their kindness.

“Where are you from? You do not look as if you are from near here. Are you going to the Feast in the city?” Andreas queried without pausing between questions for a reply.

Sterling chewed his mouthful of bread slowly.

“Should I speak, or let them think I am mute?” Sterling asked himself silently.

The translator could now process the language easily, but Sterling still could not respond, and none of these people had translators. He thought it best not to speak.

Andreas and Philippos were leaning forward, eagerly awaiting his reply, but trying not to rush him. He took a long draught of water, waited a moment, and placed his hand on his throat. He turned his head from side to side, hoping they would understand.

Andreas and Philippos looked puzzled, and Sterling knew they did not comprehend his message. He repeated the motion, groaned, and mouthed a few words.

Andreas asked, “Are you hurt?”

Sterling shook his head.

Philippos blurted, “You can't talk.”

Sterling shook his head approvingly and shrugged his shoulders.

“Perhaps that will satisfy them,” Sterling thought, returning his attention to his breakfast.

Andreas and Philippos were pleased with themselves and assumed a more relaxed pose.

“Perhaps Yeshua can help him, Philippos,” Andreas commented.

Sterling looked up at this statement and smiled to himself, “Only if he can get me to a comm port.” He returned to the figs.

“We will ask him when he joins us in Betani,” Philippos replied. Turning to Sterling, he said, “Come, join us. We know someone who can help you. What is your name? Write it in the sand.”

Sterling's eyes darted from side to side, his brows slightly raised.

“Should I also feign illiteracy?” he wondered.

He paused, leaned forward, and wrote his name in the sand.

“Philippos,” Andreas remarked, raising his eyebrows, “he uses strange letters. What shall we call him?”

Turning to Sterling, Andreas said, “Since you use such strange letters, I propose that we call you 'Stranger.'“

Sterling frowned at this suggestion, but Andreas continued, “Not disrespectfully, but because you are new to us and because you are unusual and because you do not write like us. Will that be acceptable?”

Sterling thought about this for a moment. Andreas's observations were all true, but he did not like the epithet. He shook his head disapprovingly.

“Oh,” Andreas said, looking at Philippos, “maybe not.”

“Why not call him 'Friend'?” Philippos asked.

“That may not be true yet, but it is much better than 'Stranger,'“ thought Sterling.

He smiled his approval.

“Good!” shouted Andreas, slapping Sterling across the knee. “'Friend' it shall be.” He laughed and looked back and forth between Sterling and Philippos.

Sterling smiled as he finished his meal. They were kind, and Andreas certainly was amusing.

Sterling brushed his hands together and took one last drink of water.

The three rose.

“Will you join us?” asked Andreas.

“Contacts are always a good commodity to possess,” thought Sterling. “Maybe they can help me.”

He nodded “Yes.”

They gathered their belongings and set off on the road together.

Although it was not yet midmorning, the road was becoming crowded with people, most heading in the same direction as Sterling and his two companions. The people began to sing, their joyful melodies filling the air. His new friends joined in, and soon the air was a concert of song.

Andreas, Philippos, and the people around him appeared happy and excited. The time passed quickly.

When the sun was high, they paused again to eat. They rested a short time after the meal, and then continued on their journey. The gaiety of the procession had infected Sterling. He shared in the happiness of these people, although he had no idea what this was all about.

Sterling had been touched by the kindness of Andreas and Philippos. He searched for a way to repay them.

“I could replace what I have eaten once we reach this city but what if we become separated while I look for a comm station?” he thought. “No, I need to repay them now. But how?”

“Of course,” he said in a whisper. “There might be something of value in the bag that I can give them.”

Sterling rummaged through the satchel and finally found the bag he had taken from the bandit. He pulled it out, opened it, and fingered the contents.

All the objects in the bag had the same general feel: round, but with an uneven edge; flat, but with an uneven surface. “These all feel like...like coins!” he thought. “But they don't feel like any Earth coin I have ever handled.”

He pulled several out of the bag to look at them. Suddenly, he stopped dead in the road. He did not notice the large man who collided with him, apologized, and went on his way. His gaze was transfixed on the coins. Andreas and Philippos had walked a few meters before realizing that Sterling was no longer with them. They turned around to see him standing in the road, staring at his hand, a sea of people flowing around him, a dazed expression on his face.

They waded against the crowd to rejoin Sterling.

“Friend,” Andreas said once they had reached him, “what is wrong?”

Sterling did not move or speak. He looked up at Andreas. Sweat beaded on his brow. He began to tense and returned his gaze to his hand. Andreas followed Sterling's eyes with his own and saw the two silver coins in Sterling's hand.

Andreas was not disturbed by the coins-they were only two common coins-so he was puzzled by Sterling's actions.

Sterling saw the profile of a man's head wearing a wreath. Of all the writing on the coins, he had fixed on one word beneath the profile, which read “CAESAR.” The sweat was now pouring off his forehead. He dropped the coins and grabbed Andreas by both arms. Shaking him, Sterling cried, “Andreas, where are we? When are we? This is impossible! This can't be happening!”

Andreas was shocked to hear Sterling call his name, though he did not understand what else had been said. Sterling tightened his grip, and Andreas could feel his hands begin to tingle. He thought of fighting but remembered Yeshua's teaching. He closed his eyes as Sterling began to shake him and to shout unintelligibly.

“I cannot endure this anymore,” Andreas thought. “I will have to break free soon or he will break my arms. I have to loosen his grip, even if it means striking him.”

As he was about to kick Sterling hard in the legs, he felt the circulation return to his fingers and the grip on him loosen. He opened his eyes to see Philippos with his hand on Sterling's shoulder, praying.

Sterling released Andreas and turned to look at Philippos, who continued to speak quietly. Philippos opened his eyes to look at Sterling, who stood pale and motionless. Andreas rubbed his arms as Philippos placed his own arm around Sterling. They stood there for a long time as people continued to stream past. Neither Andreas nor Philippos understood what had happened to Sterling, who was drained by his emotional outburst and numbed by the growing awareness of his true situation. He was on Earth, twenty-four hundred years before his own time, with no way to return.

The three companions started again toward the city, melding into the crowd. 

 

 

Aboard a Borelan warship

 

Draktal So and a guard escorted Armena down the corridors of the warship, setting a quick pace. Armena felt the nose of the guard's maser in her back whenever she began to lag behind Draktal.

They soon reached the departure bay and boarded the lift. Armena caught her breath and puzzled over Draktal. He had not spoken to her since his arrival at her quarters. Normally he would have taken any opportunity to taunt her. He stood in front of her, facing the door, his head held high, so she could not see his face clearly.

She looked beside her at the guard, who only stared back, her finger poised on the firing pad of her maser. The guard had been with Armena often during her odyssey on the warship but had never spoken except to give terse commands. Her face never exhibited any emotion. Armena could sense nothing behind her stare and wondered if she had any feelings, or if she had had them once, but no more.

The lift ended its descent gently, and the doors opened silently. Draktal exited the lift at the same pace he had entered. Armena and the guard followed close behind.

She had seen some of the buildings from her window but had not fully appreciated the scope of the complex until now. The buildings, arranged circularly around the landing zone, were tall, sleek, and gleaming, stretching skyward, ending in fine pinnacles. They were a deep, rich color, almost black, or maybe dark red, but were dazzlingly lustrous and seemed to emanate a soft light.

She had always imagined Kirill to be dark and gloomy, filled with dreary old buildings and steamy quagmires.

The party entered one of the buildings after crossing the pavement. The interior walls emanated the same soft glow as did the exterior walls, though it was now white in the absence of sunlight. All of the interior illumination came from the walls themselves.

They boarded a transit and sped down several corridors, too fast for Armena to catch any details or memorize the route. At last they stopped, exited the transit, and walked down a broad corridor. Two guards, the first inhabitants of Kirill she had seen, opened a pair of tall doors through which the company passed into a great circular hall. The walls rose to meet at a point high above the floor. A small row of windows and prisms near the pinnacle filtered golden sunlight into the room, creating a star that hovered over the center of the assembly.

Directly underneath the star was a round platform a meter in height and ten meters across. In the center of the platform was seated a man in a large chair who gazed upon them as they approached.

When they reached the edge of the platform, Draktal So bowed. The guard forced Armena to kneel and lower her head bowed herself, always maintaining her watch on Armena.

Draktal righted himself. “Emperor Pragsmon, I have done as you wished and have brought the Creon Councilor, Armena Sandal.”

“Well done, So,” spoke a voice from the chair. “Councilor, you may rise.”

Armena complied with no help from her guard. The Emperor did not appear as she had thought he would. He was of average build, with plain features, yet he exuded a confidence that told her that he was firmly in control of all that he surveyed.

She looked at Draktal. He was standing tall and erect, his face displaying his satisfaction with his completed task and Pragsmon's approval. His tightened muscles and attentiveness to Pragsmon also told her that he feared and respected the Emperor.

“And what of the Councilor's ship?” he asked Draktal.

“As you ordered: destroyed.”

Armena shot her gaze to Pragsmon. He returned her gaze and said, “You are angered by this, Councilor. That is to be expected, but it was, shall we say, necessary to my plans.”

Armena's anger kindled within. Draktal looked down at her, the corners of his lips upturned. She sensed his gaze but continued to stare back at Pragsmon.

“She excites you, So,” observed Pragsmon, returning his attention to the general. “Be careful: mixing passion with business is dangerous. Now, did you have any difficulty?”

“Only briefly,” Draktal replied, with some hesitation.

Pragsmon raised his eyebrows awaiting an explanation.

Two fighters of a type I have never encountered attempted to rescue the Altaar. They nearly succeeded in destroying my vessels but your fighters dispatched them easily.”

Pragsmon rose and walked to the edge of the platform, “Tell me more.”

“They came upon us unseen, surprising us. They were highly maneuverable, with weapons and shielding superior to our own.”

“How did they respond to my fighters?” asked Pragsmon.

“They were as surprised by your fighters as we had been by them,” Draktal replied. “One was destroyed quickly. The other intruder eliminated one of your fighters but was heavily damaged. It fled, with your other fighter in pursuit. Neither had returned before we departed.”

Pragsmon sighed, “And my ship has yet to return to Kirill; your interloper may have escaped. This is both good and bad.”

Resuming his seat, Pragsmon said, “Your interlopers were no doubt Alliance Intelligence Service craft, of the new RF 4000 class.”

Armena worked hard to contain her surprise at this revelation. How had Pragsmon learned of this?

Having paid no notice to Armena, Pragsmon continued, “That they could not detect our cloaking device is encouraging; that they could offer resistance is disconcerting. We will have to make further modifications.”

Pragsmon ordered a drink for himself and Draktal. A hooded servant brought them each a goblet. Pragsmon stood to toast his vassal and poured the libation into his throat with one grand motion.

They shared another drink as Pragsmon said, “You have done well, So. Even with the RF 4000 intrusion, matters have gone well. The famed AIS will be baffled by this defeat. They and the good Councilor-General will do their best to keep this a secret. The Council will be split over the Borelan attack on the Creon Councilor's ship and her apparent murder, and they will surely be driven to war. How will your Chockdal ever explain this?”

Pragsmon stepped off the platform beside Draktal. His eyes were level with Armena's. He slapped Draktal on the back as he laughed out his approval of the situation.

“So, return with your guard to your ship. We can manage the Councilor. After your stores have been replenished we shall discuss our next move; then you shall return to your Councilor Chockdal with a suitable alibi. Soon the galaxy will be in turmoil, ripe for us to pick, first for profit, then to rule.”

Draktal saluted Pragsmon and turned toward Armena. He grabbed her hand, kissed it, and walked away. He began to laugh, that sinister laughter echoing in the great hall as he headed for the door, Armena's guard trailing behind. The doors opened before him, and he passed into the broad corridor.

The doors closed slowly, and silence reigned in the hall. Pragsmon stood near the platform, looking at Armena.

“You are Armena Sandal, Creon Councilor to the Alliance Council,” he began. “You have many questions, which will be answered in due time. For now, this servant will show you to your quarters. Do not attempt escape: you have nowhere to go, and I should have to kill you for your attempt. That would not suit my purposes at present, so I would regret the loss. Go. I will call for you when I want you.”

The green-hooded servant guided Armena out another door, down a corridor, and into a transit. As they whisked through the tube Armena's thoughts raced. Pragsmon had ordered her father's death. Councilor Chockdal had guessed correctly about the raids on Grea: Pragsmon had planned them too. He wanted a war in the Alliance. Why? How had he learned of the RF 4000? How did those buildings emanate their own light? She hated being herded about like a sheep. He would call her when he wanted her. What did he think she was, a harem girl? A sheep? She was weary of this journey and longed for someone to show her some kindness. Then she thought of Someone else who had been treated like a sheep. She began to cry.

The transit stopped, and the servant silently guided Armena to her quarters. He opened the door; she entered. Before the doors closed, she turned to face the servant, searching for even a small amount of solace, but a hood hid his features. She sighed and turned back into the room.

The door closed. The servant stood outside motionless. Beneath the hood, a single tear rolled down his cheek. He returned to his post in the great hall.

 

 

Earth

 

Sterling's consciousness stirred to a woman softly humming a lilting melody nearby. He kept his eyes closed. He felt soft cushions beneath him and a light blanket covering him. His arms were folded across his chest and he could feel that his satchel had been removed. He was still wearing the bandit's robe.

Sterling moved and the woman stopped humming. When he was still again, she resumed. He slowly opened his eyes to view a comfortably lighted room. Just to his left and also beyond the bed were tan walls. He looked to his right. There sat a woman with black hair cascading to her shoulders, clothed in a sky-blue dress. She sat on a chair facing him and worked on some embroidery she held in her lap. Beside the bed stood a small wooden table on which rested a pitcher, a cup, a bag of some sort, and a plate of bread.

The woman looked up from her work and stopped humming when her eyes met Sterling's.

She smiled and said, “Andreas will be pleased that you have awakened. He and Philippos have been concerned about you ever since they brought you into the house yesterday afternoon.”

She gently wiped his forehead with a cool cloth.

“You were dazed, almost in a trance. Soon after they put you into bed, you fell asleep. One of us has been with you since then. This is the first time you have awakened.”

“When Yeshua arrived just before the start of Shabbat we expected him to come raise you from the bed but he merely placed his hand on your forehead and told us that you were in no danger.”

Sterling vaguely recalled Andreas using that name at their meal.

Wiping his forehead again, the woman said, “He told us to stay with you and to have food and water ready for you. He said that he would talk with you later, when the time was right. You probably do not remember any of that, do you?”

She poured a cup of water from the pitcher.

“Yesterday evening and today have been Shabbat, our sacred day of rest. Some of the priests say that we should not do any work on Shabbat, but Yeshua told us to care for you, to get you whatever you need.”

Handing him the cup, she continued, “Yeshua says that it is right to do good on Shabbat, even if that involves some work, because it honors God.”

Sterling took the cup and drank the cool water, savoring its taste.

“They say that you cannot talk, at least not much, and they do not know your name. They also do not understand what happened to you yesterday on the road.”

She wet the cloth anew, wiped his brow, and set the cloth aside.

“Here, take some more water,” she kindly implored, refilling his cup.

Sterling drank the second more slowly, studying this woman as he did. She was young, probably in her twenties. Her complexion was fair, her hair jet black. She did not hurry but was purposeful and graceful in her movements. She seemed at peace.

“There is something about her,” he thought to himself. “What is it?”

He finished his water and returned the cup, nodding his gratitude.

“You are improving nicely! You must have a name, or some title that we can call you,” she said pensively.

“My name is Marta,” she said, holding her hand to her chest. She hoped for a reply.

“Sterling,” he said, copying her motion.

Marta smiled broadly. “Sterling,” she said. “That is your name?”

He nodded affirmatively.

“What an unusual name. I have never heard it before. Do you understand me?”

Sterling nodded again. He smiled to think just how unusual his name must be to Marta.

“How curious. You can understand me, but you can't speak my language. You are an oddity, Sterling.”

Marta picked up the bag on the table.

“Maybe some wine will help you,” Marta said, as she filled his cup from the bag.

The wine's aroma reached his senses before he had fully brought the cup to his lips. It was strong, yet pleasing, full of the scent of grapes.

He drank it slowly. The wine's bouquet permeated his head; its warmth spread over him as it trickled past his throat. He finished the cup and returned it to Marta.

“Rest some more, Sterling. I will tell Andreas and Philippos that you are doing well and that you do have a name.”

She gently guided Sterling back down onto the pillow and pulled the covering over him.

“Since you have a name, you must also have a language. We will try to talk later.”

Sterling felt uncomfortable knowing that this Yeshua had examined him while he slept.

“I wonder what else of mine they have inspected?” he thought.

Sterling glanced around the room. He saw his satchel behind Marta's chair. It was closed. He carefully felt for his maser: still in his pocket.

“Sleep well, Sterling,” Marta said as she left her station beside his bed.

He watched her walk out the doorway, which was near the far corner of the room.

Curiosity tempted him to follow her. He threw back his covering and tried to sit up. His head began to reel, and he fell backwards onto the bed.

His mind slowly cleared as his head ceased its spinning.

“Must be the wine,” he said aloud.

Sterling pulled the blanket up to his chin. As he drifted to sleep, he thought about the events of the past several days and wondered how he would ever return home.

 

 

Aries

Councilor-General Krindon's Office

 

“Admiral Ungar,” the Councilor-General began, rising to greet the head of the Alliance Intelligence Service. “I am most interested to know the source of your urgency. Why did you have to see me in person? Please, sit down and tell me your news.”

The admiral took his seat and produced a small document from his briefcase that he placed carefully on the Councilor-General's desk.

“This,” said Ungar. “As you know, the AIS has recently completed two production models of the RF 4000 recon-fighter. They were on a test flight when they intercepted the distress calls from the Altaar during the Borelan attack.”

“Apparent Borelan attack, Admiral,” interrupted the Councilor-General.

“Uh, yes, Councilor-General, apparent Borelan attack. At any rate, the RF 4000 vessels came to the Altaar's assistance. As expected, they were winning the battle when, suddenly, all communications from them and the Altaar ceased.”

“Ceased?” inquired the Councilor-General.

“Yes. They just stopped. As though they were blocked. Eventually, as you are already aware, the Borelans prevailed and the Altaar was destroyed. And, we have no trace of either recon-fighter. They were both apparently destroyed.”

The Councilor-General moved to the edge of his seat. “How can that have happened, Admiral? The Borelans have no technology that would have enabled that small a force to destroy those two vessels.”

“Exactly, Councilor-General,” said the admiral. He rose from his seat and walked to a table on the side of the room. “May I?”

“Please,” responded the Councilor-General, motioning toward the admiral.

“Thank you,” said Admiral Ungar, pouring himself a small glass of brandy. He sipped from the glass as he continued. “Just before the communications ceased, the AIS pilots reported the sudden appearance of two vessels which proved to be comparable to our own. They came from nowhere and attacked the recon-fighters.”

“From nowhere? A shrouding device like our own,” mused the Councilor-General.

Ungar paced slowly around the office. “The only explanation is that either the Borelans or a hostile force outside the Alliance, with great resources at its disposal, has developed these capabilities. We believe that the Borelans have neither the financial nor technological resources for such a venture. That leaves the second alternative: an outside element.”

“What about 'inside information'? Were any Borelans on the RF 4000 research teams?” inquired the Councilor-General.

“No, Sir, none.”

“What are the possibilities? What planetary systems outside the Alliance would or even could do this?” asked the Councilor-General.

“I cannot answer those questions, sir. There are several possibilities, but we have no evidence to lead us in any particular direction. The perpetrator has left no clues, only questions,” responded the admiral.

The Councilor-General rose from his seat. “This is not good, Admiral. We must not release news of this until we have more information and until I have had time to consider the repercussions. The speculation caused by this report could fuel the already burning fires in the Alliance. Get more information, Admiral. We need some hard facts by the Council meeting on 245 so we can sort out this affair and avoid further conflict.”


Chapter 7: Alliance Date 34.238

Aries

 

Councilor Mondras exited the lift and hurried down the hallway toward the Councilor-General's office. His conversation with the Lingdrite Councilor had taken longer than he had expected, so now he was late for his meeting with the Councilor-General.

As he rounded the corner close to the wall, he collided with a large man who was also just making the corner. Vincent recoiled and looked up to apologize. It was Councilor Chockdal.

Chockdal stared at Vincent, who felt his color leave his cheeks.

“Councilor,” began Vincent after a prolonged silence, “I am sorry. Please accept my apology. I am late for a meeting.”

He squared his shoulders and tried to look directly into the imposing face looming over him. “I am sorry that I ran into you.”

“No doubt a meeting with the Councilor-General, as I have just finished,” Chockdal said. “You should be more careful, as should your government and its allies. You might be injured in your haste.”

Vincent stepped aside and continued down the hall. He had not planned on meeting Chockdal this soon, much less ramming into him in the hall. He knew that he needed to talk to Chockdal, as the President had said, but he had not had time to rehearse his presentation.

“I will have the meeting arranged soon,” he told himself. “Maybe even do it myself.”

He walked a few quick steps and stopped.

He sighed, turned back toward the lift, and, trying not to sound timid, called, “Councilor Chockdal.”

 Chockdal stopped in the lift doorway, and turned his head to look at Vincent.

“Councilor, we need to talk. Please, can we have a meeting, just the two of us?” Vincent asked.

“When?”

“Now?”

Vincent walked toward Chockdal.

“I'll, ah, postpone my meeting with the Councilor-General.”

He continued, trying to sound authoritative, “We can go to his conference room. It is a secure area. What we say will stay between us.”

“Very well. Let us meet,” Chockdal said, eyeing Vincent. “There may be some spine in you after all.”

They walked toward the Councilor-General's office in silence. Vincent tried hastily to arrange his thoughts. There was no time to rehearse, and this would be his only opportunity.

“What am I doing?” he thought. “I should have waited. I should be better prepared.”

Vincent looked up to see the threshold to the Councilor-General's suite. He felt that he had been pushed over a cliff's edge and was now plummeting uncontrollably toward the rocks below.

The Councilor-General's secretary did not conceal her surprise when she looked up from her desk to see the pair standing before her.

Before she could speak, Vincent said, “I apologize for my tardiness and for any inconvenience, but I must reschedule my meeting with the Councilor-General.”

Regaining her composure, she replied, “Certainly, Councilor. Do you want to do that now?”

“No. Wait. Yes. In an hour, if that is convenient.”

She thought a moment, then replied, “Yes. That will be fine.”

The Councilor-General's secretary prided herself on keeping his schedule memorized. Doing so made it easier for her to follow him around all day.

Chockdal looked down upon Vincent's head. He enjoyed watching this caterpillar struggle to shed its cocoon.

“Good,” Vincent said. “Now I, we,” glancing toward Chockdal, “need to use the Councilor-General's conference room. Can you arrange it?”

“Yes. This way.”

She led them toward a door at the far end of the room. Vincent noted that the door to the Councilor-General's office was at the other end of the same wall they approached.

Vincent and Chockdal entered the room. Before closing the door, Chockdal turned to the secretary and ordered, “No one except the Councilor-General is to know of this meeting. Is that understood?”

“Certainly,” she replied. She entered the code to secure the room as the door closed, and returned to her desk. Vincent hoped that she feared Chockdal enough to obey him.

Chockdal sat at the oval table as Vincent fumbled to pull out a chair. He sat across the table from Chockdal.

Finally Vincent began, “Councilor, the President of the Creon system and I are confused. Your current actions seem inconsistent with your reputation. We have an AIS recording, which you have seen, of Borelan ships attacking Grea. The ships and strategy are unmistakably Borelan.”

Chockdal shifted in his chair.

Vincent continued, “Borelan ships attacked Councilor Sandal's ship and destroyed it. We know these incidents to be true, yet you deny any knowledge of them. How can this be?”

“I deny knowledge of them because that is the truth. My government has not authorized any attacks on Grea or any Creon vessel. How you came upon your recording I do not know. As for the attack on the Altaar, First Commander Draktal has accounted for all of our vessels. None were near that sector when the incident occurred.”

He continued, “I have also wondered about your position. You would have to be a truly twisted people to fabricate such a ruse: to kill your own people, even your own Councilor, to discredit Borela and steal Cloea from us. Yes, Councilor, I am surprised at your apparent actions.”

They stared at one another across the table. Tension had begun to form between them. Vincent could feel the separation becoming wider than the mere distance across the oval. He knew that he had to keep this opportunity, at least leave a door open to talk through later, or all would be lost. His mind was filled with conflicting thoughts. It was obvious to him that Chockdal was lying: the facts were plain, yet he seemed so sincere in his denial.

Chockdal knew that Mondras was lying. It would take much nerve to effect this bluff. He had not thought Mondras capable of such intrigue.

A startling thought germinated in Vincent's mind. Before he realized what he was saying, Vincent blurted, “What if we are both telling the truth?”

“What?”

Hesitatingly, Vincent repeated, “What if we are both telling the truth?” He rose and began to walk around the table toward Chockdal, vague thoughts coalescing into a firm idea.

“What if a third party was responsible?”

Chockdal thought for a moment. He looked up at Mondras who had stopped at the end of the table.

“What you propose is staggering. To accomplish this, your 'third party' would have to build many vessels in secrecy, acquire our military secrets, and train crews in Borelan strategy. There is no system in the Alliance with resources sufficient to do that.”

“True. But it is as plausible an explanation as either that we now have,” said Vincent.

Chockdal sat back in his chair and seemed to peer deep into Mondras' soul.

“Yes, it is as plausible, and as difficult to believe.”

He rose from his chair and walked to where Mondras stood. “Nevertheless, I shall consider it.”

“Good,” replied Vincent, as he nodded his approval. They faced each other a moment before Chockdal took his leave.

As he reached the door, Chockdal turned his head to speak to Mondras.

“I shall consider it, just between us, but I shall also prepare for the Council meeting on 245, as I know you shall. Nothing has been resolved here, but I will meet with you again after I have had time to think and confer with my government. If you can bring me evidence to substantiate your theory, I shall consider it. And Councilor, be careful with whom you discuss this idea: if it should be true, neither of us can be certain whom to trust.”

He entered the code on the control panel to open the secured door, left, but did not close the door behind him.

Vincent considered his own proposal.

“Now, how am I to produce this evidence? I have only six days.”

Looking up from the table, he thought, “At least the door is still open.”

 

 

Earth

 

Sterling awoke the next morning to a quiet house. On the table, he found some fruit and bread neatly arranged on a dish. He ate this breakfast heartily, taking long drinks of the cool water that was in a tall clay pitcher. He listened for Marta's footsteps, but they did not come. After finishing his repast, he decided to venture into the house.

At first, he could find no one in the other rooms. He did not want to knock or intrude, so he wandered around the house, observing all the articles of everyday life, which he noted were also neatly arranged. Marta must be a particular woman.

He opened the outside door and stepped into the street. Even this venue was quiet, with not a soul walking about. He retreated into the house and bumped into Andreas, who was just about to announce his presence. A man and a woman accompanied Andreas.

“Hello, Sterling. I am sorry to have startled you. I am pronouncing your name correctly, am I not? That is how Marta taught us to say it,” Andreas said, as Sterling recovered from the collision.

Sterling smiled. He was glad to see Andreas. He gave his approval: it was close enough and was better than 'Friend.'

Andreas smiled with boyish delight.

“This is Lazar,” Andreas said, presenting his male companion. “He is Marta's brother and head of this house.”

“Greetings to you, Sterling,” Lazar said bowing at the waist. “We are glad that you are recovered. We were most concerned about you when you arrived.”

“And this is Miriam,” Andreas continued, looking toward the woman, “Marta's sister.”

Miriam gently bowed her head but did not speak.

Andreas said to Sterling, “Today we are going into the city. Yeshua and the rest have already gone. We were to wait until you had arisen to see if you needed anything.”

Sterling found the concern of this stranger, this Yeshua, for him curious.

“Now that you are up, Lazar and I will join Yeshua and the others. We will see you this evening.”

“I wonder how many 'others' have been in the house and how many of them have looked in on me,” Sterling thought. “I am beginning to feel like a specimen.”

“If you feel well rested, one of my sisters can accompany you there later,” Lazar added. “You are our guest. Simply ask for whatever you want or need. You do not need to do any work while you are here.”

Lazar and Andreas set out through the front door into the street, which was now beginning to fill with traffic.

“No work.” The thought was pleasant to Sterling.

 

 

Kirill

 

Armena had spent the day alone in her quarters. Pragsmon had not sent for her, which suited her well. She had spent her time reflecting on the recent events and the new information she had learned yesterday.

She missed her father. The wound caused by his death still gaped; its raw edges burned and stung at each remembrance of him. She knew that he had not ceased to exist, that his soul, that he, was now present with God; however, the suddenness, the brutality with which he had been taken from her was salt pouring into her wound. She had prayed, but she still ached, still hated. She wished that she had a copy of her book.

In the middle of the afternoon, she realized that a guard had come by her door every thirty minutes. She suspected that she was being monitored by some type of sensors and found it odd that the Kirilleans found it necessary to send a living person to check on her.

The sentry would press the panel outside the door requesting entrance. If Armena did not answer in thirty seconds, the sentry would enter the room and look until he had found her. The sentries wore hoods, as had her escort of yesterday, so she could never see a face.

Armena was staring out the window, deep in thought, and did not hear the sentry at the door. She was startled by the sentry's hand upon her shoulder.

“Do not move, and listen intently to what I say. I cannot stay long, Councilor. Pragsmon has an intricate rotation schedule for the sentries. There is a new one every thirty minutes, and we must account for each moment of our time. Know that you have friends here. We will work to secure your escape. Do not attempt an escape without us: it would mean your termination. I must go now. Peace to you, Councilor.”

The green-hooded sentry turned and left the room without a further sound.

 

 

Earth

 

Sterling found a garden behind the house. He ambled along the central path until it ended at a low wall. Marta's home was at the edge of the town, so he enjoyed an unobstructed view of the surrounding terrain. The gently rolling countryside was serene and offered no interesting distractions except for several groves of trees. A light breeze blew.

 Sterling was unaccustomed to having free time, to having to manufacture something to do. Usually, the AIS had plenty for him to do.

When he was off duty, he kept busy studying, practicing his weaponry skills, or going places with Guthrie. Since his father's death, he had avoided being idle, for idleness had always brought him to think about his father's death and his own inability to comfort his family or himself, or to make any sense of life and death.

These same thoughts now threatened to invade his mind as he viewed the peaceful landscape. Enjoying the scenery was not enough to keep his musings at bay.

“I need another diversion to occupy my mind,” he said aloud.

The puzzle of how to return to his own time, a mystery without any apparent solution, entered his thoughts. Time travel was still only theoretical. Many people believed that it would never be done.

“If I make it back, I'll have to have a talk with them,” he mused.

He heard some footsteps behind him and turned to see Marta walking toward him. She smiled as she neared.

“Good afternoon, Sterling. I hope that you had enough for breakfast and that you have had a peaceful day.”

Sterling returned her smile.

The breeze played in Marta's hair, slightly raising it away from her cheeks. They faced each other in silence.

“I would like to talk with you, Sterling,” Marta said.

“This is a flower,” she said, placing her hand on a bright yellow blossom nearby.

Sterling had become so adept at listening to his translator that it was difficult for him to hear the words that Marta spoke.

She repeated, “Flower.”

He captured the sound as it passed Marta's lips. He rolled it around in his mind.

“Flower,” he slowly said, imitating his mentor.

“Wonderful,” she exclaimed, with bright eyes and a wide smile.

He touched a blossom near him. “Flower,” he said again.

Marta repeated the lesson with other plants and objects in the garden as they walked toward the house. Marta beamed as Sterling's vocabulary increased. The sun highlighted her hair as the breeze continued to play with the strands.

Sterling's demeanor lightened as thoughts of death or how to return to his own time were crowded out by Marta's laughter. She was whimsical but not frivolous.

When they reached the garden door, Marta said, “You learn quickly, Sterling. Plants and flowers are fine, but you need some social graces, too.”

Marta then taught Sterling several basic social phrases. “Yes,” “No,” “Help,” “Thank you,” and “You are welcome,” were soon added to Sterling's repertoire. Sterling was relieved to talk with someone without relying on his translator.

“It is not yet noon,” Marta said, looking into the sky. “We have time to eat before we go into the city. It is a fascinating place, filled with people from strange and exotic places from all over the world.”

Sterling smiled. If only she knew.


Chapter 8: Alliance Date 34.239

Kirill

 

As her visitor had stated, a different sentry came to Armena's quarters every thirty minutes. Usually she would answer the door and find a sentry standing motionless. After a moment, the sentry would press a wrist pad several times and close the door.

Occasionally, Armena would refuse to answer the door, at times out of protest at her situation and at times because she simply did not want to oblige. Following a thirty-second wait, the sentry would enter and search the four rooms of her quarters until he found Armena. The sentry would enter the now expected presses on the pad and then exit. It dawned upon Armena during one of these encounters that the sentries had entered her room all during the night as she had slept.

None of them had tried to talk with Armena since her encounter of the previous day. She was about to say something several times but always had stopped, remembering the injunction of her visitor.

Some of the sentries brought food and beverage, which they left on a table. Her stomach had begun to complain for another allotment when she heard the tone for the door. She decided to answer the call, hoping to have some lunch handed to her, hoping even more for some words.

She opened the door to see the familiar form, empty-handed. She sighed and shrugged her shoulders. Suddenly, the sentry grabbed her left arm, pulled her out into the hall, and directed her to walk toward the transit. To her dismay, the sentry had nothing to say.

They sped down the tube in the transit, but still the sentry was silent. When they arrived at the broad corridor leading to the great hall, the sentry guided her toward the tall doors, which opened as they neared.

The two entered the great hall, where Pragsmon was seated at a small table on the platform, underneath the star.

“Come in, Councilor. Join me for dinner. Please, sit here.”

Armena was guided onto the platform. The sentry pulled out her chair, helped her to her seat, and placed her napkin upon her lap. He left quietly.

Thank you,” she replied. “I appear to have no choice in the matter.”

Armena was seated at one side of a square table, adjacent to Pragsmon's right elbow, too close for her liking. The table had been set with crystal, gold flatware, fine linens, and china that reminded her of the building walls: it too was black, or deep red, and emanated a glow. Pragsmon motioned, and dinner was served.

“Thank you for joining me, Councilor. I do hate to dine alone.”

Armena looked at Pragsmon as he sipped his wine.

“He acts as though we were friends meeting at a sidewalk café for brunch. How absurd,” she thought. “I must be dreaming.”

Pragsmon continued, “I want you to know why you are here. I thought it only decent to inform you of your role in our drama.”

The word “decent” stung in Armena's wound. She thought him conceited.

“I do want to know why you kidnapped me and why you destroyed the Altaar, but are you not concerned that I might tell the Alliance Council your secret? They would be most interested in what I have to say,” responded Armena.

“Councilor, there is no danger of your escaping, for escape from this complex is impossible. Even if you were to escape from your quarters, you would be unable to navigate the maze of tubes and corridors. They all look alike to the untrained.”

Armena realized the truth of what he said. She would need the help of her visitor if she were to escape.

“Then,” he continued buttering his bread, “where would you go on my planet? I control everything and everyone here. The penalty for disobedience is severe, so no one disobeys me, at least not more than once.” He smiled at the thought as he bit into his bread.

“You have not touched your fruit, Councilor,” he noted. “It grows on only one planet in the Empire and is actually quite delectable. Do try it. I think that it is better than ... than even panchual.”

Armena stared at Pragsmon, unintentionally leaning forward as she told herself, “The panchual on Draktal's ship was no coincidence. How does he know my preferences?” She slowly, thoughtfully complied, preferring the taste of any fruit to the penalty for disobedience.

“You are here as insurance should my plans, for some absurd reason, fail. One must consider all the possibilities and prepare for them.”

“Why did you destroy the Altaar if I am the prize you sought?” Armena queried.

“To help incite war in the Alliance. I want to rule the entire galaxy, but the Alliance poses a hindrance. I need it split to accomplish my purposes, so I decided to provide the wedge. The Borelans and the Creons are two of the most powerful systems in the Alliance, both with many friends from previous conflicts. Once each has been convinced that the other is involved in intrigue, the Alliance will be split. Against me you would have fought united, but now there will be war within the Alliance, and I will reap the harvest once it is ready.”

Pragsmon had stood during this dialogue, raising his glass toward the star overhead. He finished the glass and resumed his seat.

Armena thought, “This must truly be a nightmare. Pragsmon speaks of war and suffering in the Alliance as though it were a game, designed and executed for his pleasure.”

She pressed her left heel into the top of her right foot: the pain told her this was no dream.

“I hope my visitor can get me out,” Armena thought. She probed for more information.

“How does Commander Draktal play in this 'drama'?”

“So? He is like me: he wants power. I sought him out after studying the situation carefully and offered him a favorable transaction. He has provided the ruse I needed to dupe the Alliance into division. I built the ships; he has provided the authenticity I needed to fool you and your allies. The raids on Grea and your apparent murder by the Borelans have served me well.”

Armena mulled over this information.

“And I am here so that if the Alliance learns of your scheme you will have someone to trade for yourself.”

“Yes, Councilor, precisely. But, Councilor, you are not sacred. I do have other 'insurance.' I shall kill you if you cross me.”

His frankness was disturbing. Killing was merely part of business to Pragsmon.

He had nothing more to say to her. They finished the meal in silence, Pragsmon eating heartily under the bright star overhead, hooded guards encircling them at their posts.

 

 

Earth

 

Sterling and Marta set off for the city after they had eaten. The day was pleasant, and the breeze made the walk enjoyable. Many people passed them in both directions, but Sterling paid them little attention.

Sterling almost forgot his true situation. Marta was radiant; her interest in him and her attention were encouraging. Her gentle laughter lightened his spirit. He longed to be able to talk with her.

The couple had walked for about an hour, Marta pointing out objects they passed and telling Sterling their names. They were coming up a small rise when Marta excitedly said, “The city is just over this hill. I can hardly wait for you to see it.” She grabbed his hand, and they ran to the top of the rise.

Sterling looked west across the broad valley to see an imposing walled city resting upon a broad rise. The road wound down the valley, crossed a small river, and then rose again toward a gate in the city's outer wall. Soaring above the wall was another large wall surrounding a building. The afternoon sun glimmered off the tops of gilded columns.

“There it is, Sterling,” Marta said excitedly. “The city: Yerushalem.”

They followed the road toward the city. Sterling noticed a uniformed man, apparently a soldier of some type, standing at the road's edge. Another man had just placed a sizable bag at the soldier's feet and was walking off. The soldier looked disgruntled.

He wore a light breastplate over a short tunic, with more light armor around his loins. He cradled a helmet in his left arm and carried a small, sheathed sword. The soldier had fine leather sandals. As they neared, Sterling could see that the armor was dusty from much travel.

“A Roman officer,” Marta commented. “I hope that he will leave us alone.”

There was no protecting crowd around them as they neared the officer. Marta gently pulled Sterling toward the middle of the road away from him, but Sterling could not help but stare. The hilt of the sword glinted through its covering of dust.

“Imagine,” Sterling thought, “to fight with swords. It seems primitive yet intriguing. The proximity to one's adversary required to fight with a sword: exhilarating; the nearness of death: frightening.”

“A sword can injure or maim before it kills. I could do the same with a maser, but that is not its design: a maser is quick, efficient, and in some twisted way, maybe more humane than the weapon this man uses. The bandits I killed did not suffer.”

As they were about to pass, the Roman took notice of them and called to Sterling, “You there, man, come carry my bag.”

They stopped and looked at the Roman.

“I am Felix Octavius, a centurion. Come, carry my bag into the city as I have ordered.”

Sterling and Marta remained motionless.

Marta strained to whisper in his ear, “You should do as he orders, Sterling. It is the law: a Roman officer can require us to carry his belongings for one mile. Please do as he says. He is angry; he might hurt you if you refuse.”

Felix walked over to Sterling. His nose almost touching Sterling's, he growled, “I ordered you to carry my bag, Hebrew. Can you not hear, or are you just stubborn? I am tired! I am dirty from this trip! I have had to walk a long way today, and I am not in a pleasant mood. Now pick up my bag so we can all go into Yerushalem walking.”

Felix's nostrils flared as he breathed heavily into Sterling's face.

Sterling stared hard at Felix. “I am not carrying your bag anywhere,” he wanted to say.

A small crowd had gathered. Felix retreated a step. He eyed the crowd. Suddenly, Sterling felt the butt of Felix's sword in his side. Marta screamed and backed away as Felix came with another blow. Sterling stumbled to the ground and reached for his maser. Felix stood over Sterling, his sword poised to strike. Sterling felt his maser in his hand, ready to fire. Then, he remembered his situation. Sterling released his maser and contritely lifted his hands. Felix relaxed his stance and sheathed his sword.

Marta helped him from the ground. Sterling's side ached. He walked over to Felix's bag and picked it up, tearing his flank in the action. The bag was heavy, full of all the things Felix needed to survive in this forsaken land.

“Go on, get out of here. Go about your business,” Felix yelled at the crowd, which slowly dispersed, quietly discussing the episode with each other.

With Marta beside him and Felix following, Sterling turned toward Yerushalem. He would deal with Felix another day.

 

 

Aries, in the Council building

 

The lift was long in coming. Vincent Mondras looked down at his shoes. His toes ached from the relentless walking he had done all day.

“I must have traversed every corridor in the building shuttling between various Councilors' offices,” he thought.

Vincent was maintaining the Creon's coalition well but was having no success finding evidence to support the theory he had proposed to Councilor Chockdal. No one knew anything to suggest an outside force.

“I need more information, anything to help shift the focus of the confrontation, to buy some more time.”

The lift finally arrived. The doors opened, and Vincent walked in, still pondering his toes. He went to the rear of the lift and turned around, his attention transfixed downward.

“Floor ten,” he told the lift, which quietly began its journey.

“Do you always pay so much attention to your shoes?” came a query from a corner of the lift.

Vincent raised his eyes toward the voice and was greeted by a young man with a broad grin.

“Rasheik?” asked Vincent. “Is that really you? What are you doing here?” He dropped his briefcase and, taking the outstretched hand, gave Rasheik a warm embrace.

He stepped back, still maintaining his grip.

“I can't believe it's you. I never expected to see you here.”

“Nor I you, my friend,” Rasheik responded, clasping Vincent's shoulder. “This is truly an unexpected pleasure.”

The lift halted, and the doors opened. They both looked to the floor indicator: 10.

“This is my floor,” said Vincent. “I've had a long day and am just going to my quarters. Come with me. I'll order some dinner, and we can catch up with each other.”

“That would be excellent,” said Rasheik. “I'm free for the evening, so I gladly accept.”

The two companions went to Vincent's quarters. They talked all during dinner, as though they had never been apart. They both agreed that the fine Creon wine improved the evening.

“One of the benefits of being the Councilor,” Vincent had commented, refilling Rasheik's glass.

They had finished one bottle during dinner and were making good progress on a second as they continued their conversation afterwards. Vincent sat at the end of a sofa and Rasheik just to his left in a chair. Both had their bare feet propped on a table and had settled into their seats, the wine bottle within easy reach.

Rasheik said, “So, you are now the Creon Councilor to the Alliance. I had wondered when I learned of Councilor Sandal's death if you would get the position.”

“Yes, I got it, thank you. And a fine position it is,” Vincent said, attempting a polite bow toward his friend.

Rasheik raised his glass in a toast.

“But what a job, especially with all this trouble in the Alliance and trying to avoid war with the Borelans. I would never have asked for this, mind you. It was not supposed to work out this way. All I wanted was a nice, quiet position behind Sandal. Work a few years, make some contacts, travel some, get a good retirement. Then she had to go and get herself killed, and the President drafted me to replace her.”

“Sounds like you have had a wonderful initiation. I know what you mean, my friend. I was drafted to accompany Admiral Ungar of the Alliance Intelligence Service to see the Councilor-General, just because I was at the console when the RF 4000's went to help the Altaar.”

“What was that, Rasheik? What's an 'RF 4000'?” asked Vincent, whose mind had drifted under the wine's influence. “Did you say something about the Councilor-General? He and I have become quite close, you know.”

Realizing his blunder, Rasheik tried to avoid his friend's questioning, but Vincent, his brain struggling to overcome its anesthesia, pressed the issue.

“Did you say something about seeing the Councilor-General, and with some admiral from the AIS?” Vincent asked, grasping for any information that might useful to him. “This is the best opportunity I have had all day,” he thought. “I hope I will be able to remember this conversation in the morning.”

Rasheik, whose brain was even more anesthetized than Vincent's, could not resist his friend's entreaties.

“Maybe I can tell Vincent a little, enough to satisfy him,” Rasheik considered. “Then we can talk about other things, or maybe just go to sleep. Vincent never was overly curious.”

Rasheik was sleepy, and his head was beginning to spin.

He sat up and pointed his glass toward Vincent, who was now wobbling on the sofa.

“Awright, listen to this. I was monitoring the test flight performance of the new AIS recon-fighters, the RF 4000's. They intercepted the distress call from the Altaar and went to help.”

Vincent sat up as Rasheik continued. He rested his glass on the table and tried to focus his attention on his friend's words.

“They went to help.” Rasheik's glass came to rest beside his leg on the seat cushion. “They engaged the Borelans and destroyed several of them.”

His words trailed off as his head fell back against his chair and his eyes closed.

Vincent looked at Rasheik: asleep. 

“Once he goes, I'll never get him to finish,” Vincent thought to himself.

He leaned over and, being unusually persistent, shook Rasheik as hard as he could, which took some effort, considering his own condition.

“Rasheik, finish your story.”

Rasheik stirred and raised his head.

“What happened next?” asked Vincent.

“Yes, next,” slurred Rasheik. “They fought, then something about two ships coming from nowhere. Then silence. Poof! Nothing! No further communi-, communica-, communi-, no further talk. We never heard from them again, and you know the rest. Now, no more. I've said too much. I must be going.”

Rasheik tried to stand. His head became light and the room began to spin. He slumped back onto the chair, leaned his head back, and went to sleep.

Vincent, too, fell back into his sofa, the wine beginning to win over his own head. He mumbled to himself as he drifted off to sleep, “Ships from nowhere. Recon-fighters destroyed. There is someone else behind this.”

 


Chapter 9: Alliance Date 34.240

Kirill

 

The now too familiar chime awoke Armena. She did not feel like answering the summons, so she pulled up her covers to await the sentry's certain visitation. Shortly, she heard the door open and someone enter her quarters. He came directly to her room and stood in the doorway for a moment before pulling back his green hood. It was her visitor from several days before.

“Councilor,” he began as Armena sat up in bed, her attention fixed on him. “I am Galen, a friend to you and a friend of the Alliance. I have duped the security system, so we are free to talk for this thirty minutes, but I will have to leave before the arrival of the next sentry. Please dress yourself and join me in the outer room.”

Galen smiled and left Armena alone.

She dashed from bed, hurriedly changed into her clothes, and went after Galen. She found him seated on the sofa, drinking a hot beverage.

He smiled, “Some tea, Councilor? I have taken the liberty of preparing you some. It is in the kitchen on the counter.”

“Thank you,” said Armena, returning from the kitchen a minute later, cup and saucer in hand. The aroma rising from the cup was exotic and called to her mind trips with her father to far-away places. She sat on the end of the sofa opposite from Galen, staring into the cup. For a moment, her countenance darkened.

“You are wary? A good response, given your situation, but I promise that I have not come to harm you. You will have to trust me, Councilor. My intent is to free you from Kirill and return you to the Alliance, I hope in time to avert war. You must have many questions.”

“I do. So many that I do not know where to start,” she said.

Galen took a sip of tea and lowered his cup.

Armena nestled her cup in her hands and raised it to her lips, drinking a small portion. It tasted even better than it smelled; she drank some more and felt herself relax to its warmth.

Galen continued, “Let me tell you about myself. That should answer most of your questions for the moment. I am the leader of, shall we say, an underground movement on Kirill, devoted to the eradication of Pragsmon. We have spent many years developing our network and our devices, and we have infiltrated Pragsmon's ranks slowly. We can now manipulate his security system when necessary. He thinks he controls all on Kirill, thinks that we do not exist or that we are in some desolate spot on the planet, but he is wrong on both counts.”

Armena detected much anger from Galen toward Pragsmon as his body tensed and his speech intensified.

Setting his cup on the table, Galen continued as he rose and walked around the sofa, “Our time grows short, so I must tell you the important things now.” 

His demeanor had calmed.

“We must effect your escape in time for you to be at the Council meeting on 34.245. You will be able to prevent the split in the Alliance that Pragsmon seeks and so help your own cause as well as ours. With the Alliance intact, we will be better able to depose Pragsmon. Maybe even get some help from you.”

Galen flashed an impish smile with this last remark. His hint of playfulness heartened Armena.

“I can stay no longer. Be ready to leave at any time, but leave with no one but me.”

As Galen moved to the door, Armena arose. She had a multitude of questions, and she longed to talk with someone, but she knew that he had to leave.

“Put the cups in the kitchen before the next sentry arrives. Until next we meet, Councilor, may you remain safe. Should you see me in the great hall or in a corridor, do not show recognition of me until I first speak to you.”

He turned, pressed his keypad, and walked through the now open door. Armena waited a moment and followed him into the corridor: it was empty.

The door began to close behind her. She dashed through the narrowing opening into her quarters as the door closed softly behind her.

Armena sat on the sofa, staring where Galen had sat. The prospect of escape both thrilled and frightened her.

“Surely this Galen is aware of Pragsmon's defenses? Surely he has planned adequately? I have no choice but to trust him,” she thought.

 “There are only five days until the Council meeting; we will have to leave soon,” she said to herself.

The chime for the door sounded. With a start, Armena remembered Galen's injunction. She quickly grabbed up the dishes and scurried into the kitchen. They rattled as she placed them on the counter. She prayed the sentry had not heard. She ran to the door, which opened just as she arrived, and tried not to breathe deeply. The sentry eyed her a moment, pressed his keypad, turned, and left. The door closed behind him.

Armena was alone again.

 

 

Earth

 

Sterling awoke to the now familiar room. The sun had not yet risen to dispel the early morning stillness of Betani.

The emerging dawn had just begun to color the blackness of night into an array of pinks and oranges when Andreas knocked on Sterling's door.

“Sterling,” he called quietly. “May I come in?”

“Yes,” Sterling replied in his best Aramaic.

Andreas slowly opened the door, and the little candle he held before him cast a friendly amber light into the room. Andreas' smiling face soon followed.

“I wonder if he is always in such a cheerful mood,” thought Sterling.

Sterling returned Andreas' smile and raised his hand in greeting.

Andreas came closer to Sterling.

“Would you like to go into Yerushalem with us today?” he asked.

“The offer is enticing, but I had hoped to spend the day with Marta,” Sterling thought. “Still, I would like to talk with Yeshua.”

Andreas continued, “You will be able to go with us everywhere except into the Temple area itself. Not being a Hebrew, you would not be allowed beyond the Gentile court, but one of us would stay with you.”

Sterling looked at Andreas standing over him. This friend had the eager expression of youth on his face that implored Sterling to make the journey with him.

“Yes,” Sterling replied. “Yes.”

“Good!” Andreas said, nearly dropping his candle in his excitement. “We will have breakfast soon; then we will leave for the city.”

Andreas left the room silently, and the door closed behind the candle's amber glow.

“I should go on to breakfast,” Sterling thought. “Yeshua and his friends may plan an early start today.”

He threw the covers back, starting to rise, but fell back onto the bed. The morning light had begun to fill Sterling's room with its colors. The tan walls captured and reflected the sunlight entering through the single window, imparting to the room a warm and homey feel.

Sterling was compelled to enjoy this sensation as it spread from the room to him.

“If they wait for me, fine; if they don't wait, fine too,” he thought, as he lay back down, allowing the growing sense of comfort and security to roll over him.

Sterling was unaware of how much time had passed when he finally decided to get out of bed. This sensation that filled Sterling followed him as he quietly walked through Marta's house on his way to breakfast.

Sterling found Yeshua and his friends, Lazar, Marta, and Miriam seated on the floor of the common room. They greeted him in chorus. Even Yeshua made a point to acknowledge him as he entered.

“Sterling, you are just in time,” Andreas said, rising.

He motioned to Sterling, “Sit here beside me. Yeshua is about to give thanks for our meal.”

Sterling dutifully made his way to Andreas, stepping over the feet of several people to reach his appointed place.

After Sterling had been seated, a quietness settled on the gathering. Yeshua took a large loaf of bread and held it up.

Looking toward the ceiling, he said, “Father, we thank You for this food which nourishes our bodies. Give to my friends spiritual food, that they may know You and Your will.”

He lowered the bread and broke it into halves that he passed to his friends.

As Sterling took a piece from the loaf, he thought, “I have seen people pray before to all sorts of things, but this man is different. He really believes that there is a God or Father or someone up there listening to him.”

He passed the loaf to Andreas.

“This will be a hard week for you,” Yeshua continued. “But do not let your hearts be troubled. You believe in God; believe also in me, and do not lose faith. When the night is darkest, the day is nearing. But beware, without the true light that has come into the world, you may be attacked and overwhelmed by the darkness. Do not be afraid of the darkness, because I have come to dispel it.”

Yeshua took a hearty bite from his bread, and the stillness lifted, being replaced almost at once with the amiable banter of friends sharing a meal. Water, a light wine, fruit, and dried fish soon was brought to accompany the bread in the feast.

“Yeshua often talks to us in parables, illustrations,” Andreas said to Sterling. “Sometimes it takes awhile for the meaning to settle on me.”

In the midst of the revelry, Sterling noticed Yeshua's countenance dim momentarily. He looked up to see Yehudah just entering the room. Sterling saw melancholy and anguish pass through Yeshua's expression as he watched Yehudah take his seat.

The expression soon vanished as Yeshua turned to respond to Yochanan, seated beside him.

Andreas leaned over to Sterling, “You saw it, too, my friend. Yeshua has been concerned that Yehudah has not been to any of our gatherings. He seems preoccupied, almost as though he is avoiding us. But then, he always has been an odd fellow.”

Sterling watched Yehudah meld into the conversation that surrounded him.

“Maybe Andreas is exaggerating,” Sterling thought. “Yehudah seems to be just like the rest of these followers. Still, there is something different about him.”

 

 

The walk from Betani to Yerushalem had passed quickly. Sterling had been absorbed by Yeshua's discourse with his followers. He had continued the talk begun at breakfast.

Philippos interrupted, “But Yeshua, show us God, our Father. Do not use parables that we must sift through, but tell us in simple terms. That is all we ask, Yeshua: to see Him plainly.”

Yeshua replied, “Andreas, have you known me for three years and not seen the Father? There is only One who has seen God our Father. If you have seen Me, you have seen the Father.”

“He really believes that God exists,” thought Sterling. “I have met people who profess that there is a God, but never anyone who believes like this man does.”

Yeshua continued, “If you have not seen God in my words, then look to my deeds. In my actions, you have seen and will see God.”

They were now at the gate entering the city. The group joined the throng streaming into the city for the week's celebrations.

Yeshua guided them through the mass of pilgrims, stopping to speak to people as he proceeded. Suddenly, a Roman officer stopped Yeshua. Sterling placed his hand on his maser.

“Master,” the officer began. “I have need of you.”

“What is it?” Yeshua asked.

“Sir, my most cherished servant is dying. He has been with me since he was a boy. He once saved my life at the risk of his own. Please, I ask you, heal him before he dies.”

“I will help him. Take us to your house.”

“No, Yeshua, I cannot do that,” he said, raising his hands to stop Yeshua. “I am not worthy for you to come to my house. If you will just say so, my servant will be healed.”

Yeshua looked at the officer, whose face pleaded silently for his request to be granted.

“I have not seen faith like this in anyone, not even my Hebrew brothers,” Yeshua said. Placing his hands on the officer's shoulders he said, “Go your way gladly. Because of your faith, your servant will be well when you arrive home.”

The officer clasped Yeshua's hand between his own. A tear welled in his eye. He turned and walked away.

“Faith,” Sterling thought disparagingly. “How can Yeshua heal a man without seeing him?”

He looked at Yeshua, who returned his gaze. It seemed that Yeshua knew Sterling's doubt. His expression told Sterling, “Follow him. See for yourself.”

Sterling darted after the officer. He followed him through the streets of Yerushalem, out of the Hebrew sector into the Roman quarter.

The Roman ran toward his destination. He rounded a corner and, to Sterling's surprise, came to a sudden halt. He walked slowly toward his house. Out of the doorway came a young man.

The officer shouted, “Paulos, you are alive and well! He has granted my request as he said he would.”

The officer embraced Paulos tightly.

“My trusted servant, you are alive. I knew that Yeshua could heal you, but as I rounded the corner, a fear began to rise inside me that you would be dead when I entered the house. Thank God you are well and whole.”

He put his arm around Paulos' shoulder as they entered the house.

Sterling stood silently.

“Yeshua did heal the servant, but how? He never saw him, never touched him. Can faith really do this?”

He started to return to where he had last been with Yeshua, but it soon dawned upon him that he had no idea where in the city he was or how to return to where he had started.

Sterling walked in the general direction he guessed to be correct, deep in thought about the scene he had witnessed. He was oblivious to the people around him, until he collided with a man. He was startled to see that the man was Andreas.

“There you are,” Andreas said. “Yeshua sent me to follow you when you ran away from us. I lost you and have been searching for you for the longest time. I thought I would never find you.”

“The others are this way,” directed Andreas.

The pair traversed the crowded streets of Yerushalem. Andreas proceeded to update Sterling about the events that had happened in his absence, but Sterling did not really hear him. He was still thinking about the officer and Paulos.

Finally, he heard Andreas say, “There they are, over there.”

They made their way toward Yeshua and the remainder of his followers who were winding their way through the crowds.

The air was filled with the sounds of thousands of voices. Friends long parted were joyfully reunited. Religious men discussed sacred teachings with their students. From the distance, melodic choruses and the music of instruments drifted to Sterling's ears. Nearby, the clinking of coins and the noise of animals sought to overpower all the rest. It was toward this last sound that Yeshua led his group with an ever-increasing intensity.

Sterling and Andreas pressed through an array of merchants selling birds, lambs, goats, and even cattle to people in the square. They momentarily lost sight of Yeshua. Suddenly, they were startled by a loud crash. Coming to the edge of the crowd now circled around the scene, they saw Yeshua standing beside an overturned money table. The vendor was angrily swearing at him as Yeshua moved to the next stall. With a strength surprising to Sterling, Yeshua lifted the table, and threw it to the ground.

Money and animals were being scattered in all directions. Yeshua went to a third table and grabbed a whip from the startled merchant. He cracked the whip at the vendors and changers, driving them from the Temple area.

“You have turned my Father's house into a den of thieves!” Yeshua shouted. “He never intended for the sacrifices to turn into this. Get away from here.”

Yeshua continued through the square until he had swept it clean of the money changers and vendors.

He stood before the Temple court in the littered square. There was no sound except his heavy breathing, and the occasional bleating of one of the liberated lambs. The crowd stood dumfounded.

One of the priests who had gathered to witness the melee called to him, “What have you done? You had no right to do this. How will these people buy their sacrifices or exchange their money to place in the treasury?”

His nostrils flaring, Yeshua pointed the whip at the priests and cried, “Why have you allowed this desecration to continue? Have you no reverence for the Father's house? Have you not read, 'Zeal for my Father's house will consume me'?”

The crowd stood still, the priests were immobile as stones, and the vendors and changers had hidden themselves in the mass of onlookers.

Yeshua threw down the whip and left the square, heading out of the Temple area. His friends and Sterling trailed behind, trying to keep pace with him.

Andreas said to Sterling between breaths, “I never expected Yeshua to do that. He has always been so kind and gentle.”

Looking back over his shoulder, he continued, “The vendors and changers charge the people high prices for animals to be used for the Temple sacrifices or to exchange money for the Temple treasury. The priests know that this happens, but they have never stopped it, though they have the authority.”

He took a few deep breaths and continued, “Many people say that the priests get part of the money.”

They hurried on through the streets of Yerushalem, eventually leaving the city through one of the many gates in its imposing walls.

“He is taking us to Gethsemane,” said Andreas to Sterling. “Yeshua likes to go there when he needs solitude.”

As they headed toward the large garden situated on a hill across from Yerushalem, Sterling saw confusion distort Andreas' features.

He thought, “The God that Yeshua has shown Andreas today certainly is a dichotomy: compassionate and caring, yet capable of raging fury. I think that Andreas is now more confused than before. For that matter, so am I.”

 

 

Since his first trip into Yerushalem with Yeshua, Sterling's attention had been divided between Yeshua and Marta. He felt comfortable around Marta and enjoyed the personal attention she gave him, yet he felt driven to spend time with Yeshua.

He had progressed well with Marta's language lessons, now being able to identify most common objects and to ask simple questions. Marta was quite relaxed in their conversation and, although diligent in her household duties, always knew when he had a question or needed an explanation.

One evening as he helped her with her chores, Marta commented, “There was a time when I would not have talked to anyone while I washed the dishes or did anything around the house, especially while there were so many guests here. I am glad that I have learned that formalities and preparations for guests are not as important as the people themselves.” She smiled at Sterling and continued, “Had I not learned that, I would have missed our times together.”

Sterling returned her smile.

“How?” he asked.

“How did I learn the lesson?”

Sterling nodded.

“Yeshua had come to stay at our home for a few days, along with his followers. On the first day, I was busy cleaning the house, preparing his room, and making supper for all those people. It was like a whirlwind here! In the midst of my rushing, I noticed Miriam sitting with Yeshua, talking, not helping me at all! I became indignant and asked- almost demanded- Yeshua to make her help me. To my surprise, Yeshua rebuked me. He said that Miriam had chosen the better enterprise. All of my preparations were not as important as spending time with him! I was embarrassed at first, but that passed when he asked me to join them. I did, and we had a wonderful time together. Somehow, all of the necessary preparations happened. Everyone was fed and cared for properly.”

“Yeshua has changed the way I look at a lot of things. He has taught me what is really important in life and that God will provide for our needs. I do not need to worry, but instead live by faith.”

Sterling raised his eyebrows.

Marta said, “You do not believe in faith?” She laughed, “Frankly, neither did I until Lazar died.”

Sterling interrupted, “What?” He gave her a quizzical look.

Marta sensed his confusion. “Yes, my brother, Lazar, died. Until then, faith for me was an abstract thought that did not have any value in the real world.”

“Lazar became sick, worse than I had ever seen him. We sent a message to Yeshua, but he did not arrive in time. Lazar died. We buried him in a sealed tomb and set about mourning him as is our custom.

“Yeshua arrived several days after Lazar had died. He asked us to take him to Lazar's tomb. He commanded that the stone be rolled back! Everyone was horrified. We could not understand why he would want to see Lazar's decaying body. He told us that he is 'the life,' he prayed, and he called to Lazar to come out of the grave. Sterling, suddenly, there in the mouth of the tomb was Lazar, walking! We could hardly believe our eyes. That was our error: with Yeshua, all things are possible, and situations to him are seldom as they seem to us with our limited vision.”

“I know this sounds absurd, but I saw it with my own eyes, and you yourself have seen Lazar here. Since that day, I have seen most situations differently, especially those which seem hopeless on the surface.”

Sterling had sat down during her story, hardly able to believe what he heard. Until now, Marta had always been so stable, so real, so solid, yet here she was talking about people coming back to life. Her demeanor, though, was as calm as ever. She did not have the wild expression of someone gone mad. He sat silent for a long while as she finished her work.

Marta looked at him. “You do not believe me, do you?”

His expression answered her question.

“Sterling,” she said, taking his hand, “Yeshua is more than an ordinary man. He has a special relationship with God. The Pharisees would scold me, but I believe that he is God. Lazar was dead, and now he is alive. Before Yeshua came into our lives, I was dead too, in a different way, and now I am alive, really alive, not just breathing and moving. I know what is important in this life, and I know that there is more to us than just this life.”

That conversation stayed with Sterling all week. He reflected upon it as he walked with Yeshua and his followers on their trips to Yerushalem. He thought about it during the after-dinner discussions when Yeshua's followers talked of healing the sick and of discourses with the religious leaders.

He thought of it again as he lay on his bed awaiting the dawn. Yeshua had not returned to Marta's yesterday but had stayed in Yerushalem to observe some special occasion with his followers. Lazar had asked Sterling to join Miriam, Marta and him for the same observance. It had been an evening of strange words and actions, retelling the deliverance of Marta's people hundreds of years before.

Sterling had decided to talk with Yeshua alone, today. He wanted to share his feelings about his own father with Yeshua. Perhaps Yeshua could help him sort it all out. He wanted to ask Yeshua about faith.

Just as the dawn began to disperse the night's darkness, someone came pounding at the front door. It was Andreas, and he was frantic.

“Lazar, Lazar, come quickly,” Andreas cried.

Sterling heard Lazar hurry from his room and open the front door. He got out of bed, dressed quickly, and came into the foyer to see Andreas clutching Lazar, a look of terror on his face.

“Lazar,” he continued, overwrought with emotion, “Yeshua has been arrested by the chief priests. We had gone to Gethsemane to pray after Passover. Yehudah had left us earlier in the evening but came to the garden with the priests and the Temple guard. He singled out Yeshua so they could arrest him.”

“They have had him on trial all night. He has been before Caiaphas, before Pilate, and before Herod. They had witnesses who lied about him. They have sent him back to Pilate, asking for crucifixion.”

Marta and Miriam had come into the room. At Andreas' news they began to weep. Lazar was speechless. Finally he said, “We must go into Yerushalem. Perhaps we can help him.”

They hurriedly finished dressing and set off for Yerushalem. At times they ran, and at times they walked, trying to catch their breath. No one said anything.

The Yerushalem they entered was not the same city Sterling had known during the week. A vile, angry air had replaced the festive atmosphere. The crowd was seething, an uproar arising in the city. Some people wept openly, others spat out curses on Yeshua, on the Romans, and even on God. The Romans were in force everywhere. They were irate and easily provoked. The entire city seemed about to explode.

The little group pressed their way into the city gate but were soon stopped by a large throng lining one of the streets. They pushed and shoved until they were at the crowd's edge, looking up and down the street which Roman soldiers prevented them from entering.

“Look there!” shouted Andreas, pointing up the street.

Sterling looked and saw Roman soldiers leading three men, each of whom carried a large beam across his shoulders. They passed close by.

First, a Roman soldier marched past and stopped a few steps away to spur on those following.

“Felix,” Sterling muttered as he recognized the Roman.

The first man stumbled by, beaten, bleeding. Sterling did not know him. Another soldier. The second man trudged past, also beaten and bleeding, but hurling insults at the crowd and the Romans. Sterling did not know him either. Yet another soldier. The third man passed, beaten worse than either of the others, his face swollen, almost beyond any form. Was it?

It was! It was Yeshua.

Marta and Miriam wept openly; Lazar stood dumfounded. Andreas turned away and cried.

“I left him, Sterling. I left him last night when the priests took him away. I ran and hid. I was afraid, so I left him. We all did except Yochanan,” Andreas said through his tears. “I have shamed myself and sinned against God.”

Sterling looked wide-eyed at Yeshua as he passed. What had he done to deserve this? How had the city degraded into this mob?

The procession passed. Lazar led the group out of the crowd, down back lanes, to another street and another crowd. They pushed their way to the front. The procession was passing by. Yeshua was visibly weaker. He fell down in front of them.

Felix bolted to where Yeshua had fallen, and ordered him, “Stand up!” He kicked Yeshua but elicited no response. “Come on, Hebrew, get up. You can't die here and I can't kill you now. Get up and carry that beam!”

Yeshua did not move. He gasped for breath under the load, as though the entire world rested upon his back.

Felix looked toward Sterling and marched in his direction, his sword drawn. Sterling reached for his maser. Felix reached out and grabbed a dark arm.

“You, Cyrenian, pick up that beam and carry it for this criminal,” Felix shouted, brandishing his sword.

Felix hauled the black man from beside Sterling and pulled him to where Yeshua lay. Felix pushed him to the ground.

The Cyrenian lifted the beam from Yeshua's shoulders and placed it upon his own.

Yeshua looked up at him. “Thank you,” Yeshua said painfully. The Cyrenian smiled faintly and became part of the procession. Slowly, Yeshua rose and staggered forward.

The five left this spot, heading down more lanes and alleys, finally coming to one of the city gates. The procession had not arrived. They went out the gate to the place reserved for crucifixions, a small rise a few hundred meters beyond the city wall.

There were soldiers milling around a large wooden scaffolding which had been erected at the crest of the rise. Several meters below the scaffolding a small group had gathered, awaiting the procession. Sterling recognized one of them as Yochanan.

“Step aside,” came a voice from behind Sterling. He turned: it was Felix, heading the procession. Felix pushed Sterling aside, and strode on, leading the four men and the soldiers toward the scaffold.

Sterling made his way to the edge of the crowd. Soldiers prevented them from going closer to the top of the rise. The three soldiers laid the first two men on their backs, each atop his beam. The Cyrenian dropped his load and was sent back to the crowd, sweat pouring from his face, arms, and back. They laid Yeshua on his beam.

The soldiers squared each prisoner's shoulders on the timber. They grabbed a wrist and stretched one arm across the beam, then the other wrist and arm. They placed a large spike over the wrist.

“Bang!” A cry. “Bang, bang,” rang the hammers on the spikes for two more wrists. Two more cries as spike drove through flesh, bone, flesh, and into the beam. The second wrist: a spike, a hammer, a blow, a clang, a cry. Two more again as each man was nailed to his beam.

They hoisted the beams and the men onto the scaffold and lashed them into place. They grabbed the ankles and crossed them over the scaffold. Another spike. Back came the hammer. Down it fell upon the spike, through the man into the wood.

There they hung suspended between heaven and earth, separated from both, wanted by neither.

Some of the crowd jeered. Some women standing with Yochanan wept. A soldier climbed the scaffold behind Yeshua and nailed a sign. Sterling nudged Marta.

“That is Yeshua's mother, Miriam, with Yochanan,” she said through her tears. “The sign reads, 'King of the Jews.'“

“This man is no king,” Sterling thought. “And much less God. If he could raise Lazar, why can't he help himself? Is he powerless against the force of the priests and the Romans? What will Marta think of him now? Still, he does not deserve this.”

The day seemed interminable. The soldiers took turns watching the men on the scaffold and the crowd, and talking among themselves. They divided the possessions of the men among themselves.

Yeshua hung there lifeless, though at times he would pull himself up, the agony generated by his flesh pivoting on the spikes evident on his face. He would speak, partly to himself, partly to the crowd, partly to whom Sterling could only guess.

Sterling could not understand most of what Yeshua said. Once, the wind blew toward Sterling carrying Yeshua's words to his ears. “... forgive them.” Sterling strained to hear but could make out no more.

“Even in death, Yeshua is true to his own teaching,” Sterling thought. “Does he not fear death? Why forgive now when there is nothing more to his life? Soon, Yeshua, too, will be only memories.”

The thought saddened Sterling.

The sun had finally crept high overhead when the sky became filled with dark clouds, obscuring the sunlight, casting the world into surreal shadow and veiling it from the sun's warmth as man lorded over the scene. The wind died, and the world was becalmed, cold.

Three hours passed, though it seemed an eternity. Marta had clung to Sterling's arm all day. The life and warmth of that embrace was juxtaposed against the death and chill they viewed.

Yeshua raised himself and in a last great effort cried loudly, “It is done!”

He slumped down and breathed no more. The other men on the scaffold moaned as they tried to raise themselves to breathe.

Evening approached. The priests complained that the men being crucified could not remain on the scaffold past sundown, the start of another holy day.

Felix grumbled, “These accursed Hebrews and their holy days. Finish your work,” he ordered to his men.

They took up their hammers to the first man. Back came the hammer, down across his legs. He barely cried, and then slumped down. Unable to raise himself, he gasped for breath.

They went to the second. “Crash!” came the hammer across his legs. A cry. Gasping, heaving for air, his life ebbed away.

They came to Yeshua. The soldier raised his hammer and looked at him. No movement, no breathing, no life. There was no reason to waste the effort.

“Let's get him down. This man is dead,” the soldier said, as he began to climb the scaffold.

“You can never be sure!” Felix said, as he grabbed a spear from a soldier. He thrust it into Yeshua's side. Yeshua did not move. Bloody fluid poured from Yeshua down the spear, onto Felix's arm. He threw down the spear cursing.

“Cut them down,” he yelled.

The soldiers lowered the men to the ground and ripped out the spikes. Flesh and wood followed with the spikes.

As they began to wrap the bodies, a small group of men approached Felix and handed him a paper. He read it and pointed to Yeshua. They went to him and carefully laid him on a sheet on a pallet. They covered him with another sheet and slowly carried him away.

“That is Nicodema, Sterling,” Marta whispered. “He is one of the priests but is said to be a follower of Yeshua, in secret. And there is a man named Yoshefa, a prominent man here and a friend of Yeshua. Maybe they plan to bury Yeshua themselves.”

“Life will be hard for Nicodema now that he has revealed himself by acting so kindly toward Yeshua.”

“We should follow them to see where they will take Yeshua but Shabbat is almost here,” said Lazar. “We will have to hurry to return to Betani in time.”

They headed back to the gate, trying to watch Nicodema, Yoshefa, and their band as they went. The group walked around the rise and soon climbed another hill toward a garden. Lazar stopped to watch more closely.

“They are heading toward Yoshefa's own garden. They may plan to bury Yeshua there,” Lazar said.

As they blocked the road watching this procession, the soldiers approached, wanting to pass. They were oblivious to the soldiers, who were in no mood to wait.

Felix threw Lazar to the ground and ordered them to move.

 “I have had enough of you,” Sterling shouted, as he reached for his maser.

Felix saw Sterling move, drew his sword, and rushed to attack. Sterling altered his power setting with one finger and fired at Felix.

The maser's ray hit Felix full in the chest. His armor glowed white hot, searing his flesh beneath. The maser pierced the armor and bore through Felix, who screamed as the odor of his burning flesh filled his senses.

Marta looked at Felix in disbelief, as a faint wisp of smoke trailed skyward from the charred hole in his back. She turned toward Sterling. He returned her gaze and saw a mixture of sorrow at the death of this man, compassion for Sterling, and sadness over their now inevitable parting.

He pulled away as the soldiers came toward him. He saw Felix lying on the ground. Would Yeshua have done as he had done?

Sterling backed away. The soldiers advanced slowly. He fired at their feet. They stopped.

The game continued, the distance between them ever increasing. Finally, Sterling thought it was enough.

He fired again, striking a sword, and bolted toward the city gate. The soldiers froze as they recovered from the final blast and ran after him. He ran hard, made it to the gate, down an alley, down a street, and through crowds of people who were hurrying in for Shabbat. 

 

 

Sterling sat by his ship, warming his hands over rocks he had heated with his maser. He had been a fugitive for four days since killing Felix. He still did not know how he had escaped from Yerushalem. At almost every turn, he thought that he would be captured, but somehow he had managed to evade the Romans.

He had left Yerushalem as quickly as he could and hid in the hills surrounding Betani that night and the next day. When he had thought it safe, he had ventured to Marta's at night to bid her farewell and to retrieve his belongings.

He had tried to conceal himself with his robe when he knocked on the door. It opened. There was Marta. She pulled him inside.

“Come in quickly,” she said. “You are in great danger. The Romans are looking for you everywhere. I have prayed for you many times since you left us at Yerushalem, and many more times for God to help me understand all that has happened. First Yeshua is crucified. Then you kill a Roman officer and flee for your life. Thank God you are safe.”

He now remembered the touch of her lips as he had placed his finger on them.

“I am fine,” he said. His look had told her that he did not know how he had evaded the Romans. “I must go.”

He had hurried into his room, where he had found his belongings neatly bundled. He had gathered the satchel and headed for the door.

Before opening the door, he had turned to Marta. “You may not understand any of this.” He had gently kissed her forehead, and said, “You are special. I shall always remember you. Thank you.”

Marta had reached out to take his arm.

“Sterling, God has protected you and will continue to protect you. Peace, until I see you again.”

For an instant, he had thought her statement mere sentiment, but he had seen in her expression the sincerity and belief that he had come to expect from Marta. He had smiled, half encouraged, and left the house into the night.

He had made his way back to his ship. Marta had packed food and water in his satchel. He had wondered what she had thought of his uniform.

So now Sterling sat there, huddled over the glowing rocks, repeatedly reliving the events of the last days.Marta's last statement hung in his thoughts. Had God protected him from the Romans? Why? He did not even believe in God.

“Why does your mind doubt what your heart knows to be true?” asked a voice from behind him.

Sterling slowly turned. Walking toward him, illuminated by the glowing rocks, was Yeshua.

“Why does your mind doubt what your heart knows to be true?” he repeated. “Why do you doubt what you plainly see?”

Yeshua came alongside Sterling.

Sterling stood, his eyes wide, disbelief on his face. “Yeshua. But you are dead!”

“Was dead, Sterling,” Yeshua said smiling, placing a hand on Sterling's shoulder.

Sterling looked at the hand. It was warm, vibrant, but still bore the marks from the spikes.

He placed his own hand over it, squeezed it, and felt Yeshua squeeze back. He took Yeshua's hand from his shoulder, turned it over to see the palm, felt his arm, his shoulder, his face.

“You are alive! But how? I saw you, dead for hours on that scaffold,” Sterling said.

“God has done it, Sterling,” Yeshua said. “Everyone in the universe has turned from God. I came to restore the relationship between God and creation, between God and all people, even people from your time.”

“What do you know about me?” Sterling queried suspiciously.

“More than you think, Sterling. I brought you here.”

Sterling sat down. His head reeled.

“No, no. I came here because I went into a tellerand trying to save my neck.”

“Do you believe that all which happens to you is merely chance or of your own design? It was not by coincidence that I took you to Yerushalem when I did. God is active in the life of creation and intervenes as he deems best.”

“The translator,” thought Sterling, “it is not activating!”

“How can you talk to me in my own language?” Sterling asked.

“Is that such a difficult thing to accomplish, given that I am here now?” responded Yeshua.

Sterling saw the absurdity of his question.

“I see your point.”

Yeshua and Sterling sat beside the glowing rocks. Yeshua stretched his hands over them, enjoying their radiant warmth.

Yeshua said, “You come from a time when the remnant, those who believe in me, is small. You were brought here that you might see for yourself and learn of God. The seed was planted in you; Marta watered that seed. If you allow it, you will continue to be watered and nurtured.”

“You have interchanged your name and 'God' several times,” Sterling commented. He paused, not believing the question on his tongue. “Are you God?”

“It is as you say, Sterling,” came Yeshua's reply. “You have many questions, I know, but they cannot all be answered here. That will take a lifetime, if you choose to follow me. The remnant and I will teach you.”

“What do you mean, 'follow you'?” Sterling asked.

“To believe that I am from God and that I have restored the relationship between God and creation, and then to live as I have lived.”

“I suppose that you are not bound by time or space as we are,” Sterling said.

“No. God is present at all times and in all places. If you follow me, I will never be away from you.”

Sterling sat silent, poking at the rocks with a stick.

“This is all so alien to me,” Sterling said.

Yeshua smiled at the unintended pun.

“Yes, Sterling, but can you deny what you have experienced and seen?”

“No, I can't. I want to believe that you are who you claim to be, because of what I have seen and heard,” Sterling stammered.

He paused and continued flatly, staring away from Yeshua, “I killed one of the Romans who harassed Marta and Lazar.”

“I know, and I have seen your sorrow over it. You have been forgiven,” Yeshua said.

Unexpectedly, Sterling felt a weight lift from his shoulders.

“The feeling of forgiveness,” Yeshua said, answering Sterling's unspoken query. “You will experience the same when you are forgiven and when you forgive.”

“Thank you,” Sterling replied quietly. “It is a good feeling.”

His countenance had lightened. He gazed into the night sky.

“You are wondering what to do next,” Yeshua said. “You must choose where to spend the rest of your life.”

“Do I have any choice?” asked Sterling.

“Yes.”

“If I choose to go back, how am I to make the journey?” asked Sterling.

“How else?”

“That will require much faith in you,” Sterling replied, looking over his shoulder toward his ship. “It is irreparable.”

“You say that you want to believe that I am who I claim to be because of the events you have experienced. To start to believe requires only a small amount of faith. Though small, that faith has the power to move mountains,” Yeshua said. “Sterling, our time is almost over. Do not seek your own counsel, but ask God. He will show you what to do.”

Sterling rose and walked to his ship. He slid his hand over its skin. He looked into the night sky at the myriad of stars.

“That will also require that I leave Marta here?” Sterling asked.

“She must stay here, Sterling. This is her place, her time; this is where she must be,” Yeshua replied.

“Do I have a place, a time, to be?”

“Search your heart, Sterling. Ask God, he will show you where you should be,” Yeshua said gently.

Sterling could feel the night around him. He searched his thoughts but could hear no answers. He turned to Yeshua, but Yeshua was gone.

“I don't know how to talk to God!” he cried. “Yeshua, come back and show me!”

He looked a third time into the night sky.

Sterling was by himself, but he did not feel the night surrounding him. Darkness was all around, but he was not afraid. He knew he was not alone. Sterling waited, and though he heard no audible voice, he knew what he should do.

His mind was resolute, but he suddenly felt his heart ripping apart inside him. He was going to miss Marta. She had been his friend in this strange place, and he had become fond of her. The lost possibilities now tugged at his soul.

“No, I can't stay here,” Sterling thought. “I must return to my own time, although the pain of parting tempts me to remain.”

Sterling searched his heart. This parting was different than the other partings he had known, the partings with his father and with Guthrie. Now there was pain, but there was not despair. Knowing what lay beyond death's pale door did not alleviate the pain; rather, it gave him assurance that death was not his master.

Slowly, he opened the accessory hatch and climbed into the ship. He made his way to the cockpit and strapped himself into the seat. Sterling grabbed the controls.

“Faith,” he said aloud. He drew in a long, deep breath, and let it go.

Sterling entered the starting sequence into the control panel, pausing between each touch of his finger. He hesitated as he began to enter the last number.

“Only a small amount of faith,” he thought. “Yeshua, I want to believe.”

His finger pushed gently onto the control pad. He released its pressure, the lights came on, and the ventilation system activated.

He continued. The hover module activated.

“All systems are operational. Commander Sterling Newman identified by embedded translator scan,” the computer informed him.

Sterling smiled. He had found a long lost friend. He entered the lift-off sequence.

“I'll give myself clearance,” he thought.

The ship began to rise into the night sky, the stars seeming to draw it heavenward. All around him, he saw the brilliance of the stars against the utter darkness of the night sky.

Somewhere below was Marta.

“I will miss you,” he said aloud, “but I believe that someday I will see you again.”

Life could be more than just memories.

“Flux altitude attained, Commander,” interrupted the computer.

Sterling pressed the control console. The whir of the hover module receded to the now wonderful sound of the flux engines. He shot across the night sky and headed for the edge of the solar system.

Marta saw a streak of light shoot heavenward across the sky.

“He is safe.”

“Yes, Yeshua, I know.”

 

 

“Computer,” Sterling said, “retrieve exit coordinates for the last tellerand traversed, and lay in course.”

“Affirmative, Commander.”

The ship rolled as the computer responded to the command.

“Will it be there?” Sterling wondered. “I am just as lost out here as I was in Yerushalem without that tellerand.”

“Approaching requested coordinates, Commander.”

Sterling scanned his monitor. There was no tellerand. He neared the coordinates: still no tellerand.

The ship intercepted the designated point as Sterling saw the tellerand materialize on the monitor. Watching through the cockpit window, he saw the tellerand open before him. The stars quickly vanished as he was engulfed by the tellerand's blackness.

He seemed to have been in the tellerand an eternity when he suddenly burst into a field of a million stars. He slowed the ship and checked his coordinates. He was at the same location as he had entered the tellerand.

“But when is it?” he asked.

The ship's clock indicated that ten days had passed. Could he trust that?

He activated the shrouding system and headed back to the site of the battle he had left so long ago. As he neared, he was surprised to see the Borelan warship with three fighters entering the bay. There were no other vessels visible except the Altaar, which floated helpless in the void, with only life support systems functioning.

“There are no other ships to be seen, but maybe some are shrouded,” he thought.

Sterling detected a power surge from the warship as the bay doors closed. Two red maser beams emanated from the warship toward the Altaar, which exploded into a blossom of shimmering light and metal.

Another power surge emanated from the warship.

“They are preparing to leave,” Sterling said. “I have only a few seconds to act. Now we'll see if this last system works.”

He quickly activated the shadow system.

“Good, I am locked onto the warship. Hyperdrive and navigational systems are synchronized.”

Sterling's vessel was now an extension of the warship.

“They are entering hyperdrive. I hope this works,” he thought.

The Borelan warship streaked into hyperdrive. Sterling's ship, tethered by the shadow system, shot after it.

“No change in distance between us. This contraption really does work! HDF 2. They are not in any hurry.”

Sterling automated the ship and settled in to see where this ride would lead.
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Sterling had followed the Borelan warship for three Alliance days, the shadow system having proved its worth. He had suspected late on the first day that they were headed out of the Alliance. It became apparent on the second day that their destination was the Kirillean Empire, a large tract of the galaxy comprised of multiple star systems about which he knew little.

His data files had only a small amount to add. The Kirillean Empire had refused all overtures from the Alliance. The Empire remained isolated and mysterious.

The AIS had been unable to gather much information. Alliance law had prohibited establishment of permanent surveillance, as the Empire had posed no clear threat and had never taken hostile actions toward any Alliance system. The AIS had always been wary of this silent neighbor and had periodically conducted covert forays into the Empire.

The Empire was ruled firmly by one person, named Pragsmon, who had come to power many, many years ago. Little else was known about him personally, his background being cloaked in mystery. There was little, if any, dissension as he ruled with force and intimidation. He wielded an almost mystical hold over his Empire.

The Kirilleans appeared to be technologically equal to the Alliance, a fact that greatly troubled the AIS admiralty.

There had not been a foray into the Empire in many years, because the Council had become less and less concerned with the Kirilleans as time had passed.

“So, the Borelans may be getting help from this Kirillean Empire. They may just be providing the Borelans with a safe haven but if they are more advanced than we believe, they may have engineered those fighters that attacked us,” Sterling mused.

“Target vessel exiting hyperdrive,” the computer informed Sterling. He pushed away the console from his desk and headed for the cockpit.

He had just strapped himself in when the warship left hyperdrive. His monitor revealed that they were on course for Kirill itself.

He maintained the shadow system until the warship began its landing approach. He disengaged and tracked the descent of the Borelans.

“That may well be the location of Pragsmon,” he thought. “It is still daylight there, so I will stay here until nightfall. Then I will have a look around.”

He spent his time waiting for the night by scanning the planet. Although he would not be able to land near the warship he needed to replenish his supplies. Sterling had found some stores that he must have overlooked before, but now even these had been exhausted.

“There, a supply depot. No munitions, low population density, no heavy fortifications: just the right place. Perhaps I will find some supplies; perhaps I will find something more.”

He landed in a field behind the depot after nightfall.

He made his way carefully across the field to the back wall of the depot and crept along the side wall to the front corner, his hand ready on his maser. He peered around the corner to see a semicircle of bright light illuminating the front of the building and an arc of ground before it. A single hooded guard traced a repeating pattern in the light, coming short of the semicircle's edge.

Sterling knew he would be unable to make it to the door, much less open it, undetected. He would have to shoot the guard.

Sterling checked his maser. The guard completed his steps toward Sterling, turned, and headed away. An intense heat struck his back. He felt a sharp pain and fell to the ground.

Sterling ran to the door. He tried it: locked! He stepped back, pointed his maser at the door, and ran over to the guard. “I hope that you have access to this place,” Sterling told the guard as he rolled him over. Sterling searched the guard but found nothing.

“I'll have to wait,” he thought. Sterling crouched beside the fallen guard, keeping a wary eye for others, though he knew that the light illuminated him and impaired his vision.

“Come on,” Sterling said, as he shook the guard. “Wake up! I didn't hit you that hard.”

The guard slowly opened his eyes. Sterling pointed his maser at him as he stood. He motioned for the guard to go to the door and open it. The guard complied by pressing a wrist pad. Sterling motioned the guard into the doorway.

“I'll kill you if you try anything,” Sterling warned. “Do you understand me?”

“Yes,” the guard replied. “We have translators.”

Sterling was surprised at this interchange. With so little contact with the Empire, how could the translators function so well? He dismissed the thought for later. At the moment, he had more pressing matters to attend to.

“Turn on the lights and close the door,” Sterling ordered. The door closed. “I need food. Show me where it is.”

“You are not from Kirill,” the guard said, as he moved toward a stack of crates in the middle of the building.

“Open it,” Sterling said. The guard complied and produced several parcels. He opened them, and Sterling inspected the contents. He filled his satchel with food as he kept his maser pointed at the guard.

“Where are you from?” the guard asked.

“I'm a visitor,” Sterling replied, closing his satchel.

“Are you from the Alliance?” asked the guard.

Sterling's amazement at this question was evident.

The guard exclaimed, “You are! You are from the Alliance. Galen will want to know of this.”

“Galen. Who is Galen?” inquired Sterling.

“He is the leader of our resistance.”

“Can you take me to him?”

He checked his wrist pad.

“No, there is not time. The next guard will be here in two minutes, and I must be at the next checkpoint ten minutes later. You must leave now. Can you return to this place tomorrow?”

“Yes,” replied Sterling.

“Good. Be at the largest tree at the forest's edge beyond the field behind this building, at this same time. Someone will meet you if it is deemed safe. Now you must leave.”

The guard turned off the lights, opened the door, and peered out. There was no one to be seen.

“We will have to hope that the next guard is not within sight of us yet. Run as quickly as you can to get out of the light.”

They came out the door and Sterling made for the front corner of the building, diving into the welcome shadows as the guard closed the door and resumed his course. His replacement arrived on time.

The guard took his leave and hurried to his next station.


Chapter 11: Alliance Date 34.238

Kirill

 

Sterling spent the next day attempting to scan the complex of buildings. He found them to be impenetrable by his instruments, so he was able to make only visual observations.

The buildings rose majestically from the ground and were grouped into eight octagons surrounding a central building, the tallest of the complex. They were connected by paved concourses. A tall spire with a ring of windows near the apex capped the central building. They appeared to glow in the daylight and seemed to be almost black, though they were actually a deep, rich burgundy. 

At the appointed time, Sterling landed near the designated tree that he had located earlier in the day. He left the safety of his ship and stood just inside the forest beside the tree in the pitch-blackness of the moonless night.

He peered into the forest and saw nothing.

“This is as dark as the tellerand,” Sterling muttered.

After a time he saw a faint light appear deep within the forest. He squinted to sharpen his vision. The faint light floated over the ground at waist level, taking a circuitous route through the trees. It became more distinct, though never brighter, as it neared. The light stopped directly in front of him, but he could not see past it.

The light shone into his face, revealing only a portion of a hand above it.

“You are from the Alliance?” came a voice from behind the light. “How can I know this to be true?”

“How can I know that you are not from the Empire?” replied Sterling, as he struggled to see the face behind the voice. “I am Commander Sterling Newman of the Alliance Intelligence Service. You shall have to trust me, just as I shall have to trust you.”

No reply.

Finally, “Yes, we shall have to trust each other. I am Galen. We have hoped for help from the Alliance but have been unable to make contact. There is a complex security and communications system here that we have only recently infiltrated. It has taken us years to achieve our present gains and we proceed cautiously to avoid setbacks. I hope that you have remained undetected, though I have suspicions that you have not. Maybe your technology is more advanced than Pragsmon's.

“Come with me into the forest,” Galen continued. “There is a place where we can safely meet. Stay close behind me, or you will become lost: this forest is vast. After our discussion, I will know if you are a companion or an adversary.”

Galen lowered the lantern and turned around. He led Sterling into the heart of the forest.

 

 

A dense fog blanketed the forest, diffusing the light from Galen's small lantern. Sterling kept pace but only with difficulty. The undergrowth on the forest floor was thick, and Sterling tripped over roots and small plants that seemed to reach up to grab him. The floating suffused light finally stopped near an enormous tree.

“You are unaccustomed to the forest, my stellar companion,” observed Galen. “This place is friendly to those who know it, but it can be inhospitable to those who do not.”

“Thanks for the warning,” Sterling replied, feeling the forest breathing upon him. “How much farther?”

“Farther?” asked Galen, pointing a tiny box toward the massive tree beside him. “We are here!”

Quietly but suddenly the forest floor before them parted. A soft glow emanated from somewhere in the ground, and Galen descended toward it.

“Coming?” he asked, as he turned around to face Sterling. “I see that you do not fancy beneath the ground either.”

“My father would have loved this,” Sterling said, as he followed Galen into the abyss. “He was an archeologist. Always liked digging around in the dirt and rocks. I guess I am happiest flying around up there.”

Sterling felt the soft ground beneath his boots gradually give way to a more firm flooring. He followed Galen down a gradual incline. When they came to the end of the incline, Galen pointed the small box at the wall before they proceeded. Dim lights along the lower section of the walls provided sufficient illumination for them to navigate the passage. Galen extinguished his lantern.

They wound through a maze of halls, passing a number of intersections. Sterling gradually became aware of voices, faint at first, but becoming louder, though still muffled.

Galen pointed his box at a wall before them, and suddenly, a flood of light blinded Sterling as the wall opened. Shielding his eyes, he followed Galen into the room.

A group of men rose to greet Galen as he announced, pointing back to Sterling, “Comrades, this is Commander Sterling Newman of the Galactic Alliance Intelligence Service, or so he says.”

Sterling's gaze was met by a host of suspicious faces. As his eyes became more accustomed to the room's lighting, he saw that the men were seated at tables placed around the room.

“We are naturally wary, you must understand, Commander Newman. We will come to trust you once we are more sure of you. Come, sit over there so we may talk. Gaybok, please bring us some refreshment.”

They sat at a table away from the others. Gaybok placed a bowl of fruit and bread and two tankards of a hot beverage before them. The rising steam carried a pleasantly nutty scent to Sterling.

“Thank you, Gaybok. This is a gathering room,” Galen said in answer to Sterling's first question. “We come here on breaks while we are in this center.”

Sterling tasted the brew and looked around the room over the brim of his tankard. He realized that the lighting was actually dim, but certainly brighter than in the corridors. He returned his gaze to Galen as he lowered his tankard.

“Where are we?” he asked.

“That I cannot tell you. What we do here I can relate briefly. This is a congress, a place of meeting, where we can gather without fear of discovery. It is here that we plan our strategy, build our weapons and devices. This place has been many years in development. Pragsmon has such a tight hold on Kirill that our movements are restricted. We must be careful.”

“Tell me about Pragsmon,” said Sterling.

“Not yet,” replied Galen. “You tell me about yourself. How did you come here? Why did you come here?”

Sterling took in a deep breath and slowly began to relay his story to Galen, starting at his departure from Thendor. He avoided commenting on too many technical aspects of the RF 4000. He told of the distress signal from the Altaar, the battle with the Borelans, the death of his friend, his pursuit by the unknown intruder, and his escape into the uncharted tellerand.

“The other ship went into the charted tellerand. I have not seen it since,” continued Sterling.

“What happened next?” asked Galen.

“Next? Well, I was in the tellerand for a long time but eventually emerged right where I had entered.”

Sterling decided that his encounter with ancient Earth would not help give credence to his story.

“Remarkable,” responded Galen.

“Yes. Never know where you will end up in an uncharted tellerand,” he said as he raised his tankard, hoping Galen would not detect his evasiveness.

“I flew back to the battle area in time to see the Borelan warship destroy the Altaar. I, ah, followed it to Kirill. I encountered one of your men at the supply depot, and you know the rest.”

“How did you accomplish this? How did you keep pace with a warship? And why did they not detect you?”

“That is something I cannot tell you,” said Sterling.

“Fair enough,” Galen replied knowingly.

“Now, tell me about Kirill and Pragsmon.”

Galen sat back, raised his eyebrows, and said, “Where shall I begin? Before Pragsmon, Kirill was a world of free people and tranquility. But that was long before now, long before the start of your Alliance. When Pragsmon arrived, the people of Kirill welcomed him as they had welcomed many off-world visitors before him.”

“When he arrived?” interrupted Sterling. “He is not native to Kirill?”

“No. He came here many years ago, no one knows from where. Kirill had an open society then, so he was allowed to acquire property and money. He gradually became wealthy and increasingly more influential. His ability to control people was unprecedented, almost mystical. With hardly any effort, he assumed control of more and more aspects of life until he eventually controlled Kirill. He built his complex, enlisted conscripts into his ranks, and began to use fear and repression to maintain his hold.”

“Those of us who have joined together want to free Kirill from his grasp, but the effect of our efforts has been minimal. That is why we need the Alliance.”

“Are the Borelans working with Pragsmon?” asked Sterling.

“Not the Borelan government, but individual Borelans. There is one in particular who has been here many times, First General Draktal So. Pragsmon has promised him much power and wealth once the Alliance has fallen. Pragsmon is trying to split the Alliance, to cause a civil war, from which only he will benefit.”

“What do you mean, 'from which only he will benefit'?” queried Sterling.

“Pragsmon plans to supply arms to both sides for a time, then take over the pieces that remain.”

“Before the Alliance will help, you will have to tell the Council what you know.”

“Do you think they will listen to me, an outsider? I may accuse some of them. No, you need an insider.”

“An insider? Whom do you suggest?”

“Councilor Sandal.”

“Councilor Sandal? But her vessel was destroyed by the Borelans.”

“Yes, but she was not on it. They had transferred her to the warship before they destroyed it. Pragsmon has her here as insurance. We can get her out with your help. I have a plan. Will you help us?”

“Yes. What's the plan?”


Chapter 12: Alliance Date 34.240

Aries

 

Vincent awoke on the sofa late the next morning. Rasheik had gone, but he had left a note on the table.

 

The Admiral begins his day early, and we will probably leave this afternoon. I enjoyed the evening and will keep in touch, now that I know where to find you. What was in that wine?

 

Your long lost friend, Rasheik

 

Vincent placed the note on the table and went to the kitchen to make a pot of coffee. The aroma helped to clear his muddled head.

He reached into the cabinet for a cup and pulled the pot from its niche. The coffee hissed as it streamed onto the warming plate. Vincent rushed to fill his cup, and then replace the pot. The coffee continued to hiss from beneath the pot until all the spill had evaporated.

Vincent resumed his seat on the sofa, allowing its cushions to caress him. He cradled his cup between his palms.

“There is at least one benefit to being an Councilor: exotic foods and beverages,” he mused.

Holding the steaming cup below his chin, Vincent nursed his coffee. He reflected on Rasheik's note lying on the table. Through the rising steam, it appeared dreamlike, as did his first remembrances of last night.

Vincent lowered his cup. The note remained, now crisp and distinct against the dark table. His conversation with Rasheik had not been a dream.

“What did he say?” Vincent thought. “He said that the RFs had gone to aid the Altaar. Then he said that other ships came from nowhere and attacked the RFs.”

Sitting upright, Vincent asked aloud, “How does a ship come from nowhere?”

He shook his head and fell back into a more comfortable position.

“Why did the Councilor-General conceal this exceedingly important fact from Councilor Chockdal and me? I have proof, provided that Rasheik will cooperate, but convincing Chockdal without the Councilor-General's support could be difficult. If the Councilor-General persists in his denial, who will Chockdal believe: me or his old friend?” Vincent thought.

“I already know the answer to that question,” he said.

He took another sip of coffee, savoring its richness.

“I will have to meet with Chockdal today. Perhaps the Councilor-General will admit to a third party if we both confront him. It is a risky move, but there are no other alternatives.”

 

 

Chockdal Du opened the door to the Councilor-General's conference room to face Vincent Mondras, seated at the oval table. Mondras looked up, rose, and said, “Thank you for coming on such short notice. I have the evidence you requested. Please sit down. The Councilor-General will be here soon.”

Chockdal closed the door behind him and took his seat across from Mondras. He had just settled into his chair when the door to the Councilor-General's chamber opened. The two Councilors stood as Councilor-General Krindon entered and assumed his seat at the head of the table.

“Sit, gentlemen,” he said generously.

Turning to Mondras, he said, “Now, Councilor, what new information do you have regarding the conflict between Creon and Borela? I hope this will be a constructive meeting that can resolve this problem. I am glad you two are still communicating.”

Krindon flashed an encouraging smile to the Councilors.

“Yes, so am I,” Vincent blurted, looking toward Chockdal, who nodded ever so slightly, but spoke not a word.

Mondras continued, “Councilor-General, I have come upon some information which may not resolve this conflict but which may provide some reason for all of us to refrain from hostilities until the final truth can be determined.”

“Very well. Present your information.”

Vincent swallowed hard. The words seemed to hang on his tongue an eternity.

“Councilor-General, Councilor Chockdal and I have had several private meetings with you. In those meetings you have repeatedly denied the possibility of any outside agents in these raids or in the attack on the Altaar, an idea I have held for several days. Recently, a fr-, a contact of mine in the AIS has informed me that they have proof of the involvement of unidentified fighters at the attack on the Altaar.”

Chockdal stared at Mondras.

“Councilor, I do not know what you are talking about,” said the Councilor-General. “If the AIS has any such information, I have not been told about it. I shall look into the matter today. Do you have any further information, or have you just wasted our time with this rumor?”

“With respect, sir, are you denying this?” asked Vincent incredulously.

The Councilor-General and Chockdal both rose.

“Yes, Councilor, I am, because it is at best a rumor. There is no truth in it,” replied the Councilor-General. “Now I must leave if you have nothing else of substance to present.”

The Councilor-General headed toward his door. Vincent ran ahead of him and blocked his exit. Chockdal was becoming angered at Vincent's insistence.

“Councilor-General,” Vincent continued, the intensity of his voice increasing, “I know that Admiral Uhgarhu was here yesterday and that he personally briefed you on this matter.”

“Stand aside,” ordered the Councilor-General, “I shall take no more of this badgering.”

He pushed Vincent out of his path and opened the door.

“Two new AIS reconnaissance-fighters came to help the Altaar. They were gaining on the Borelan fighters when two unidentified vessels appeared and counterattacked. They destroyed the AIS vessels,” Vincent said in a rush, as the Councilor-General left the room, slamming the door behind him.

The sound echoed through the room and faded away. Vincent stood staring at the door, crestfallen. The first part of his gambit had failed.

Vincent turned to face Chockdal. He was tense, seething.

“You have insulted the Councilor-General with this fabrication.”

“He is not telling the truth, Councilor,” Vincent replied. “I know that may be difficult for you to believe, but that is the truth. I can substantiate what I have said. Please, listen to me. I don't know why, and I can scarcely believe it, but the Councilor-General is lying.”

Chockdal stood silent, his heavy breathing the only sound in the room.

“You have forced me to choose between you and the Councilor-General. I have known him for many years. He has never lied and has always been a man of integrity. You, I have known only a few days, and I have not seen you prove your character. I choose to believe the Councilor-General.”

Chockdal opened the door.

“Wait,” cried Vincent, running after him. “I can verify what I have said today. Please listen, Councilor, don't close the do....” His voice trailed off as Chockdal closed the door behind him. “...or.”

Vincent sank into Chockdal's chair. The second part of his gambit had also failed.

“If the third element fails, all will be lost,” Vincent thought apprehensively.

 


Chapter 13: Alliance Date 34.243

Kirill

 

Armena sat on the sofa staring at the blank wall before her. Although she had been on Kirill for only a matter of days, she found it difficult to occupy her mind constructively. Her primary diversions were her summons to Pragsmon and her visits from Galen.

 “All that keeps me from going mad are my visits from Galen, which are too infrequent and too brief,” she said aloud to the wall.

Since she never knew when Galen would appear, she had come to receive the every half-hour ringing of the door chime with ambivalence. She knew that it was probably only a Kirillean guard, but there was always the chance that it would be Galen.

The chime sounded.

“How much longer can I continue in this passive role?” she wondered. “It is not my nature. I am accustomed to action, to being in charge. Here I merely wait for Galen to tell me what to do.”

She sighed, “Logically, though, what else can I do?”

She threw a pillow at the wall.

“To attempt escape on my own would be suicide. Sometimes I think I would rather be dead than languish on Kirill any longer,” she said.

“Councilor,” said Galen interrupting her monologue. “Your accuracy in throwing a pillow is to be commended. You hit the wall squarely. I hope that your aim with a maser is as good.”

Armena turned and stood in one motion. Galen stood beside the sofa, a blue robe and hood tucked under his arm.

“It is time for you to leave Kirill. You need not languish here any longer.”

Armena's cheeks reddened.

“How long have you been standing there? Why didn't you announce yourself?”

“It would have been rude to interrupt,” Galen smiled.

“'Rude to interrupt.' Everyone should be so polite,” she retorted. “At least you are here. What is the plan?”

“We don't have time to discuss details,” Galen replied.

Armena did not have time to protest that she was tired of being herded about before Galen continued, “Here, put this on.”

He handed her the robe and hood.

As she was pulling them over her own clothes, Galen said, “If we should be seen, this will help conceal your identity. We have learned that Pragsmon has no plans to call for you today, and we have arranged for the next guard to be one of our people, so we have an hour to make good our escape.”

“What about your man? Won't he be blamed for having overlooked my absence?”

“We have taken care of that. Everything has fallen into place, so we must seize this opportunity. We must leave now,” Galen said emphatically.

They stepped into the corridor cautiously. Galen pressed his wrist pad. The door closed.

“Now the surveillance system thinks you are still in there, asleep,” Galen noted. “This way.”

Galen led them on a winding course that eventually ended at a transit. He motioned for her to enter the transit. Galen jumped in and they sped down the tube.

“How are you getting me off Kirill?” Armena asked.

“We have arranged some interesting transportation for you. Quite unexpected, actually,” answered Galen.

“What is my destination?

“Aries,” said Galen, smiling.

“The Council planet. How?” Armena asked in disbelief. “What did you do, steal Pragsmon's own ship?”

“No, not quite that bold. You know I cannot tell you everything before it unfolds. If we are captured, I want to minimize what information they can torture from you. Besides, Pragsmon doesn't have a ship.”

“What do you mean? He surely doesn't ride a standard warship when he travels his dominion?” Armena said derisively.

“He doesn't have a ship, because he never goes anywhere. He stays in the central building of the complex at all times and runs the Empire from there, quite efficiently, I might add. Some people think there is something mystical about it; I think he is just warped.”

 

 

“Galen said to follow standard procedure: enter her quarters, proceed to her bedroom, and enter my data there,” thought Arbon, as he neared Councilor Sandal's quarters. “I still feel peculiar about this. I hope it works.”

Arbon had pressed the entry pad beside the door and was dutifully waiting out the required response time when a blue-hooded guard approached.

“I will enter with you,” the blue guard said. “Pragsmon has decided to see the Councilor today. I will take her to him.”

Arbon knew that there was no point discussing the issue or trying to stall. The blue guards were Pragsmon's select corp and did not take dissent from underlings.

“Yes, sir,” he said meekly.

The door opened and the two entered. They searched the rooms, soon entering the empty bedroom.

“She has escaped!” exclaimed the blue guard. “Notify central security. I shall tell Pragsmon. How did she do it, the fool? How can she expect to get away?”

 

 

As they exited the complex into an open area, Galen noted increased transit activity on his monitor. He veered to the right and accelerated the transit.

“We have only a short distance remaining,” Galen said to Armena.

Behind her, Armena saw the tall buildings of the complex receding in the distance. Once so imposing, the edifices now appeared insignificant. Ahead and on all sides she saw an immense plain. The transit skimmed over waist-high grasses.

“We traveled underground for many kilometers before leaving the transit tunnels,” Galen said to Armena.

“I don't see a ship nearby. Do we have much further to travel?”

“No,” replied Galen. “We are nearing our destination.”

Puzzled, Armena scanned the expanse.

“What are we going to do, disappear underground?”

“Disappear, yes; underground, no,” Galen replied. “I told you that we had an interesting mode of transportation for you. There is a secret Alliance vessel ahead. We can't see it, because it is shrouded, concealed. We hope Pragsmon will not see it either.”

“We will stop less than ten meters away from the ship. An access way will be opened for you, but this will make the ship partially visible and detectable. You will see the access way plainly when it opens. You must get into the ship as quickly as possible. I will return to my post.

“Please, Councilor, convince the Alliance to help us, soon. The longer we wait to act, the greater our risk of discovery.”

“If I return to the Alliance alive, it will be because of you. I am certain that I will be able to....”

The strafing fire of maser bullets coming from the rear suddenly interrupted Armena's. A fighter whisked low overhead.

“Something has gone wrong, Councilor. We have been discovered. When we stop, get out, and run straight ahead for the access. Do not look back, and do not stop, regardless of what happens,” Galen yelled over the noise from the bullets.

Sterling monitored the scene from his cockpit.

“Hurry,” he shouted, though he knew they could not hear him.

“I can't leave my position to chase the fighter, and I can't deactivate the shrouding system to return his fire,” Sterling thought in frustration. “I'll have to wait until the last moment to open the access. Once inside, we can slip away undetected. They will never know what happened.”

The fighter circled to begin a frontal attack. Galen swerved and veered but kept on his path. He dodged the maser bullets, barely escaping their impact.

The fighter started a third pass from the rear. He fired. Galen veered. Maser bullets struck the engine. The transit came to a sudden halt as smoke and flames bellowed from the engine.

“Get out,” Galen ordered. “Run straight ahead.”

Armena jumped from the transit with Galen close behind her. They ran away from the transit, into the open plain.

The grasses, so beautiful and airy from the transit, now reached up tauntingly to thwart their escape from Kirill.

The fighter circled and made another run from behind. He fired, the bullets striking the ground on either side of them. Galen turned as he ran to return fire with his hand maser. Armena pressed on through the thick grass, running into the distance, no ship in sight.

“Where is it?” she thought, her heart pounding in her chest, her lungs and side aching, the noise of the bullets and the fighter surrounding her.

Suddenly, a ship appeared a few meters ahead. A man dressed in a blue flight suit stood on a platform underneath the ship, urgently motioning for Galen and Armena to hurry. They ran harder. A second fighter was shooting from behind, its bullets closing on them. Armena could feel their sting on her heels.

“Almost there, Galen,” Armena struggled to shout.

“A few more steps, a leap, then close the access,” Armena thought, spurring herself forward.

Sterling poised his finger on the access controls.

The bullets danced and caught the pair. Down went a blue robe.

A green-robed figure leaped onto the platform. Sterling shot the lift into the ship.

The Kirillean saw only a motionless blue-robed form on the ground.

“No time for conversation, Galen,” Sterling said, as the lift came to a halt. “Are you hurt?”

A motion of the head, “No.”

“Good. Lock yourself into this seat while I get us out of here. We didn't expect these visitors. You can tell me later what happened.”

Sterling ran to the cockpit, strapped himself in, and ascended at maximum velocity. He saw the fighters that had attacked Galen and Armena circling below.

“I wonder how they will explain this when they get back?” he thought.

“Flux altitude attained,” began the computer, as Sterling punched the console. The flux engines engaged, and he shot into the blue afternoon sky.

Suddenly, the ship rocked as the sky was filled with a brilliant blue and orange flash. Sterling's fighter tumbled out of control. He fought to stabilize it as the ground approached.

“Now what?” he screamed.

He fired his thrusters to stop his roll and yaw. The flux engines were off line. His fingers danced on the console. The power returned, and he dove straight for Kirill, being pressed hard into his seat. His fingers seemed to weigh ten pounds each as he struggled to pull out of the dive.

Sterling's ship neared the ground. The horizon began to sink as the sky enlarged. He was out of the dive and headed for space.

He scanned the area and saw portions of a fighter burning as they fell to the ground. The largest piece told him its identity: a Kirillean fighter like one that had attacked him at the Altaar.

“The Kirillean,” he thought, “was shrouded, and we collided. Neither of us could see the other, but he must not have had his shields up. Was that oversight or inability? I wonder.”

He checked his monitor. Forward shields were damaged, but functional. The shrouding system was out, though. He pushed the flux engines for more velocity.

“I have to enter hyperdrive as soon as possible. I wonder if there are any more shrouded Kirilleans who can now see me.”

Soon, he was into space.

“I'll have to enter hyperdrive in this planetary system and hope I don't bump into something,” he thought.

Sterling entered the coordinates for Aries, engaged the hyperdrive, and disappeared.

 

 

Once in hyperdrive, Sterling returned to check on his passenger.

“Gal...,” he began as he entered the lift area. He stopped before he had completed the word.

“You're not Galen. You are...” he continued.

“Councilor Armena Sandal,” she interrupted, pulling back her hood, “of the Creon System.”

“The green robe: I thought you were Galen.”

“Galen had me wear his clothes.”

“Why?” asked Sterling, coming closer to Armena.

As she removed the robe and carefully folded it, she answered, “Galen said that if we were found out, the Kirilleans would try to shoot me first to prevent my escape, because I would be able to subvert Pragsmon's plans. Due to the nature of their security system, the Kirilleans would expect my escort to be in a green uniform.”

She held the robe close.

“He wanted to give me extra time if I needed it.”

Tears rolled down her cheeks.

Sterling stood beside her.

“Councilor, let me help you to your quarters. You can lie down there. We still have many hours to go before we reach Aries.”

Sterling escorted Armena to the additional crew quarters. He left her and went to prepare for the coming confrontation.
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Vincent sat in his quarters, looking out the window at the faraway western hills. He had contacted the President after the failed meeting with the Councilor-General and Councilor Chockdal.

“He said that he trusted me and believed me,” Vincent muttered to himself. “If he does, it is only because he has no alternative. He can't get a replacement here in time for the Council meeting tomorrow. I can hear the ministers bludgeoning me now.”

He continued to take in the hills.

“My career as an Councilor may be brief, but I will go out with fireworks, not fizzle,” he said to himself.

“It's peculiar, though: if Councilor Sandal had not been killed, I might have spent my entire life whimpering. The turns of life are strange.”

There was someone at the door. Vincent reluctantly left his vista to open it.

In stormed Rasheik, not giving Vincent an opportunity for a greeting.

“What have you done, Vincent? Who did you tell about our conversation the other night? I'll have you know that I will deny anything you say about me. I'll even deny that I was with you. I have some friends who will attest to my whereabouts.”

“Wait a minute, Rasheik,” Vincent said, following his friend around the room. “What has happened? Start from the beginning.”

Rasheik sat down.

“All right,” he began and stood up to walk around the room again. He passed the window without noticing the hills.

“I am really in hot water, Vincent,” he continued once he had calmed enough to speak. “The admiral dressed me down today. He says that I have told someone about our purpose here. Who did you tell?”

“I spoke to the Councilor-General and to Councilor Chockdal of the Borela System,” Vincent began.

“Oh, wonderful,” Rasheik interrupted. “Just the Councilor-General. I'm glad that it was no one of any importance.”

“But I did not use your name or divulge any information relating to our conversation, or even to our acquaintance,” Vincent continued. “He had denied to Councilor Chockdal and to myself that there was any third party involved in the attack on the Altaar. I had hoped that, when confronted directly in Chockdal's presence, he would admit to what had actually happened.”

“Well, did he?” asked Rasheik.

“No. He stood firm in his denial,” Vincent replied.

“He did? What did he say about the meeting with the Admiral?”

Vincent walked to Rasheik. Looking him directly in the face, he said, “The Councilor-General made no comment. He could not deny that he and the admiral had met- that is common knowledge- but he made no comment about the content, did not even flinch when I confronted him with it.”

“He is calm under pressure. Vincent, the admiral did meet with him and did tell him that both of those RF ships were destroyed.”

“We both know that he is concealing the truth, but why? Is he afraid of a scandal? Doesn't he see that any scandal, regardless of the scale, pales in comparison to the threat posed by this third party?” asked Vincent, half to himself.

“Can we confront the admiral?”

“No,” replied Rasheik. “The admiral was sent on a mission directly by the Councilor-General. He left me here until he could decide what to do with me. He can be contacted only by use of a specific code.”

“So, get the code.”

“The only person who has the code is the Councilor-General. I suspect that he will be reluctant to share it with you.”

“Yes. I can see how that does pose a problem,” Vincent admitted.

He walked slowly around the room until he came to the window. He looked at the distant hills, the setting sun casting them in a mixture of turquoise and rose.

Vincent turned to Rasheik.

“It seems hopeless, doesn't it? I can never convince the Council of what you have told me without the support of the Councilor-General.”

He paused.

Continuing, he said as he came back to Rasheik, “But all I really have to do is plant a seed.”

“What do you mean?”

“If I can convince enough councilors that there may be some other party involved, perhaps I can table the motion for censure or even weaken the support that both the Borelans and the Creons have to go to war. I will need your help, though.”

“How?”

“Tell what you know at the Council meeting tomorrow. You can help give credence to my theory.”

Rasheik sighed, “I will help you, Vincent. I will probably be looking for a new job soon, anyway.”


Chapter 15: Alliance Date 34.245

Aboard RF 4021

 

“Councilor,” Sterling said, gently waking her. “We will have to leave hyperdrive soon. I expect that Pragsmon will have arranged a welcoming committee for us. You need to secure yourself.”

“Thank you, Commander,” she said, as she sat up on the edge of the bed. “What are you expecting?”

“Pragsmon's Borelan friends will have been alerted to your departure. They will likely guess our destination and will wait for us near enough to Aries to ensure that we will be out of hyperdrive but far enough away to remain undetected.”

Sterling helped her into the secured seat.

“We'll make it. Don't worry,” Sterling said, trying to reassure her as he left to return to the cockpit.

Armena was by herself again.

“God, so much hangs in the balance. Please, get us to the Council meeting,” Armena pleaded.

Sterling climbed into the cockpit and strapped himself into his seat.

“'We'll make it. Don't worry.' What a stupid thing to say,” he chided himself. “I don't know if I can get us out of this mess. Without the shrouding system, I will be unable to avoid the Borelans. They could win with enough fighters, even against this ship.”

“I wonder what will greet us when we leave hyperdrive,” he thought.

Images of this odyssey, his father, Marta and Yeshua, and Galen flooded his mind.

“What a bizarre journey this shakedown cruise has become. I wonder how my father faced his own death. Did he see it approach, or did it overcome him suddenly? Which way is better? Did he suffer pain?

“How would Marta approach this situation? With faith, no doubt. For her, even a small amount of faith would do, no matter how hopeless the predicament.”

Thinking of her brought a smile to his face and smoothed his furrowed brow for a moment.

“Though I knew Galen only briefly, I had come to respect him. How will his resistance fare now that he is gone?”

He sighed.

“Then there is Yeshua, the most unusual aspect of this odyssey. Yeshua never promised me success, only that he would always be with me,” Sterling thought.

“Yeshua, I know you can hear me,” Sterling said aloud. “And I believe that, somehow, you are here, regardless of what happens.”

Sterling checked the ship's systems. He would soon have to leave hyperdrive and power the ship to Aries with the flux engines. The forward section of the ship's shield was functioning at 63 percent of normal, and the other sections were functioning at only 90 percent of normal. The flux engines and the hover system were in good condition. All weapons were functional and armed.

Sterling took in a deep breath as he left hyperdrive. He checked the monitor: no other vessels. He cruised at maximum flux velocity.

He checked the monitor again: there, at the edge of the long-range scan was a large cluster of vessels, taking an intercept course for him. Sterling decided to maintain his direct course; he needed to arrive at Aries as soon as possible.

The cluster continued on its course. It was now within short-range scan: ten Borelan fighters and a warship.

Draktal So stared past the officer's shoulder at the monitor.

“Pragsmon was right,” he said. “There is the meddler now, headed directly for the Council planet. He has sealed his fate, and with him, Councilor Sandal. I shall not regret killing her, even without having had her.”

Sterling inspected his monitor.

“If I can make it through their blockade, I will be able to outrun the fighters, but the warship may be another matter,” he thought. “I'll have to damage it enough so it will be unable to chase me.”

He paused in his thoughts.

“Or destroy it.”

At maximum flux velocity, he was soon near enough to the Borelans to make visual contact from his cockpit. They had formed a noose that began to close as he neared.

The warship was poised in the center.

“If he does escape my fighters, he will have to face me!” shouted Draktal So, as he mounted his chair.

“Just a little tighter,” Sterling urged as the ring closed. “Now!”

Sterling fired his masers. Two Borelans vanished in blue flashes. The remainder returned his fire, but he was still out of their range. Their maser blasts dissipated into the blackness.

Sterling fired again. The shot glanced off a fighter as it darted to avoid the beam.

The Borelans continued to tighten the noose as he neared. They fired a volley at him from all sides. He spun and dodged as he closed on the ever-shrinking circle.

They fired again. He spun the ship completely around and shot away. An orange fireball erupted as the masers met where Sterling should have been. The Borelan fighters were at the center of their own circle. They turned, careened, and whirled, trying to avoid collision.

Three ignited into a flaming sphere as they met. The others flew off in all directions.

Sterling returned and seized his moment. He flew back through the center of the circle as the Borela tried desperately to regroup.

The warship lay ahead of him. Sterling slowed enough to encourage the pursuing Borelan, then headed directly for the warship's bridge, all of his masers and missiles firing as the fighters resumed their pursuit.

He was nearing the shields on the warship. The fighters were closing.

Draktal So watched Sterling's approach.

“Our shields are sustaining heavy damage,” reported an officer to Draktal So.

“He is mad! Destroy him! Kill all the fighters, but shoot him down before the shields collapse,” Draktal ordered.

Sterling was almost on the shields.

“I'll have to pull up soon or bounce off the shields,” Sterling thought.

He continued to fire at the warship, its shields glowing red and orange.

A small flash of blue. They were weakening. He fired at the fighters behind him. Three Borela were hit and plummeted toward the warship. A large flash of blue. Knowing that the warship's shields had collapsed, he fired two more missiles and pulled away. The missiles sped toward the warship, followed closely by the damaged fighters.

The missiles hit the warship, ripping open its skin. Explosions rocked its frame. Draktal So covered his eyes with his forearm and turned his head, as one of the Borelans careened into the bridge.

Sterling rolled to see the erupting warship. He resumed his course for Aries, pressing the ship as hard as the flux engines would power it.

He shot into the starry blackness, leaving behind the disarrayed Borelans.

 

 

Aries

 

“Councilors,” intoned Councilor-General Krindon, rapping the dais with his gavel, “we have returned today to resume consideration of the motion which was before us on 34.230.”

Silence filled the room.

“There is a motion for censure of the Borela Planetary System, the specific wording of which has been previously distributed to you. A second to the motion is required before further discussion can proceed.”

“Second,” cried the Lingdrite Councilor.

“Very well,” said the Councilor-General, “we shall limit debate to a total of one hour. The Borela and Creon Councilors shall each have twenty minutes, with the remaining time being available for any supportive arguments from other councilors. Councilor Mondras, you may address the Council.”

Vincent sat motionless for a moment. He looked to the podium where he would soon stand. He had seen Armena there many times, holding her ground in debate. It was now his time.

With an air of authority, he rose and headed toward the podium. His footfalls resounded in the hall. A step creaked as he placed his foot upon it to ascend to the rostrum.

He was now behind the podium.

He scanned the councilors carefully. They were leaning forward on the edge of their seats, waiting for him to begin.

Except Chockdal Du: he sat regally in his chair, leaning well back into the cushion, looking through Vincent.

“Will he listen? Is any one of them going to listen with open ears, or have they already formed their conclusions? Are the wheels turning too fast and too forcefully to stop them?” he asked himself.

Calmly, clearly, Vincent began, “Councilors, we are here today to consider censuring the Borela Planetary System for raids which it has apparently made on Grea, a Creon planet.”

A murmur rippled through the assembly at the word “apparently.”

“That attacks have occurred is of no question; that our diplomatic vessel, the Altaar, has been destroyed and our Councilor Sandal killed is undeniable.”

Many heads nodded in agreement.

“The true perpetrator of these crimes is the only real mystery. We have been led to believe by all of the available evidence that the Borela are responsible. Hence the present motion.”

He paused.

“I must tell you, though, I no longer believe that the government of the Borela Planetary System is the perpetrator.”

Murmuring rushed through the hall as the councilors turned to one another in disbelief. Some shouted aloud their consternation at Vincent's remark: many old harsh feelings against the Borela had been revived during the previous two weeks and now demanded ventilation.

“Order, order in this hall,” called the Councilor-General as he rapped his gavel.

Vincent stood firm behind the podium. The reality of standing before the councilors was far more intense than he had ever imagined it might be.

“With no intentional disrespect to the Councilor-General, I have evidence that there is a force outside the Alliance which is responsible for these acts.”

The Councilor-General sat motionless, his face showing no change of expression.

“I have miscalculated the Councilor,” he thought, his eyes staring into Vincent's back.

“I cannot identify this force, but I can give you my evidence.”

He nodded to two Creon aides standing beside a doorway to a small conference room adjacent to the hall. One opened the door. A man appeared and walked to the podium. He stood behind Vincent.

“This is Rasheik Brolar, a communications officer for the AIS,” Vincent informed the councilors.

Rasheik stepped forward. The Councilor-General sat unmoving as he watched Rasheik mount the rostrum.

 

 

Armena and Sterling rushed into the Councilor-General's office suite.

“Councilor Sandal!” shouted the startled secretary, upon looking up from her desk. “You are dead!”

“Obviously, I am not,” responded Armena. “I must see the Councilor-General at once,” she said.

“But Councilor, you...” the secretary began.

“I'm sorry, but I don't have time to explain all of this to you,” said Armena. “It is imperative that I see Councilor-General Krindon now. We have already lost ten minutes getting past the guards at the front of this building. As far as they were concerned, I no longer existed, and probably never did exist.”

“It did take a bit of convincing,” noted Sterling.

“Yes, Councilor, I would be happy for you to see the Councilor-General at once, but he is in the Council meeting, not in his office. It might be difficult to see him there.”

“Somehow, I don't think so,” said Armena, as she spun around and headed into the corridor.

“Coming?” she asked Sterling.

“Of course!” he said.

Armena raced down the corridor toward the Council chamber with Sterling in tow.

“Are there more guards at the entrance to the Council chamber?” Sterling asked as he caught up to Armena.

“Yes. There are guards everywhere when the Council is in session,” she replied.

“Wonderful!”

 

 

The chamber was in an uproar. The councilors were standing, some on their chairs, shouting at one another and at Vincent, hurling insults and accusations across the room. His proposition and the testimony from Rasheik had ignited a powder keg. Many councilors had hoped for a war to ensue, that old differences might be settled. Many were outraged that this young upstart Councilor would make such accusations against the Councilor-General.

The Councilor-General rapped his gavel upon the dais, the sound barely rising above the din from the councilors.

“Order, order in this hall, at once!” he cried, only adding to the babel.

“Diplomacy has apparently only veneered some differences,” Vincent thought to himself, as he stood resolute behind the podium. “How strange that a proposal to prevent war would cause such anger.”

Vincent noticed from the corner of his eye that the councilors in the left rear of the room had suddenly quieted and were standing motionless. A wave of the same behavior spread toward the rostrum.

The Councilor-General strained to see past Vincent.

Vincent could not believe what he was seeing. The Councilor-General became pale and resumed his seat. All eyes had now turned to the left aisle.

Councilor Sandal approached the rostrum, walked up the steps, and joined a stupefied Vincent Mondras at the podium. As the last of the papers fell to the floor, silence reigned.
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“You have certainly changed over the past two weeks, Vincent,” Armena commented, as she sank into the large leather chair.

Vincent leaned back into his own chair.

“Have I?”

“Yes. You don't know how surprised, and pleased, I was to see you standing behind that podium two days ago, with all those councilors shouting and stamping about. You looked as though you belonged there.”

“And you don't know how surprised I was to see you!” Vincent said.

Vincent leaned forward, reflected a moment, and said, “These past two weeks ... I have become a different person. I am truly glad that you are alive, but I really need to thank you for 'dying.' Had you not been kidnapped, I would have probably stayed comfortably in your shadow. I like this change but sometimes I become fearful.”

He rose from his chair and walked to the window. The sun was bright, beaming down on the gardens below. He watched people as they walked, some strolling leisurely among the flowers and bushes, some rushing along the broad pavements that crossed the gardens.

“Fearful? Of what?” asked Armena.

“That I will be unable to stand the pressure, that I will crack and return to my former way of life.”

He turned toward Armena.

“There were times during the past two weeks when I thought I would collapse. My responsibilities weighed heavily on me. Several times I wanted to find a shuttle and leave this place, to go where no one knew who I was or cared what this blasted Council did.”

“Why didn't you go? Why did you stay?”

“Initially, because it was my job and because, frankly, I had no way to leave.”

He chuckled to himself.

“But after I had resigned myself to my task, I gradually came to enjoy the work. One day, I realized that as difficult as this was, the thought of crawling back into my old self was worse. I perceived that I could make a difference in the Alliance, and that perception exhilarated me: I liked the thrill of it. It wasn't duty that held me: it was the exhilaration of the situation.”

Vincent resumed his surveillance of the garden.

“Much has changed for you, for both of us, these past two weeks, Vincent.”

He looked again at Armena and nodded agreement.

“You have been caught up in a whirlwind, first to be thrown into the position of Creon Councilor in the midst of this galactic turmoil, and yesterday to be made acting Councilor-General while the investigation of Krindon proceeds.”

Vincent blushed.

“But it will not always be like that. Most of the time, being an Councilor is mundane: days filled with protocol, meetings, work. Today, you are on the crest of the wave, but when this subsides, they may throw you out: the Council can be fickle.”

“Yes, Armena, I agree, but we both know that there is always the possibility that something more will happen, and we both want to be there when that pivotal moment occurs,” Vincent said.

Armena looked at Vincent. Finally, she said, “But what if that pivotal moment is tragic? Would you still find it 'exhilarating'?”

Vincent studied Armena's expression carefully.

“You mean a moment such as the destruction of the Altaar?”

“Yes. My father and the entire crew of that ship were killed. Though that was a pivotal moment, I found no exhilaration in it.”

Vincent returned to his seat. He stared at Armena as she leaned forward in the large leather chair, trying to see into her soul.

“How have you coped with his death?”

Armena closed her eyes briefly, sighed, and said, “It has not been easy. I can't believe that he is really dead. I find myself turning to make a comment to him, only to realize before the words pass my lips that he is not here.”

A tear came to her eyes, and her voice became a little shaky.

She continued, “Initially, I hated Draktal So, the Borela First General; in fact, I loathed him. I begged God that he would die or that I could find a way to kill him. Gradually, though, I realized that my hate for Draktal only fed him, while draining me. God showed me that I had to relinquish my hate.”

“I believe that my father is present with God. The pain is not as sharp now, although the wound remains.”

Biting her lower lip and gazing downward, she said, “I must confess that I am glad Draktal lives no more.”

A long silence ensued.

“You really do believe in God, don't you?” Vincent finally asked.

“You find that odd, don't you? I know that many people on Creon do not believe in any god, fewer in the God whom I know. My father taught me the faith from an early age, as did his father. Sometimes I wonder about it, but I always return, because nothing else makes sense. Vincent, God enables me to face the pivotal moments, even when they are tragic. And you, what do you believe in?”

“I honestly do not know,” he replied. “I never gave it much thought. I never had to before. Shadows do not need any faith.”

“It's strange, isn't it, that we have worked together for several years but have never had this sort of talk before, have never learned even the most basic things about each other,” noted Armena.

She looked toward the window, “I was too busy being the Councilor....”

“And I was too busy staying out of the way,” interjected Vincent.

“It is easy to place too much importance on what we do, and too little importance on the people around us,” said Armena.

Silence again enveloped the room.

The voice of the secretary broke the silence: “Commander Newman is here, sir.”

Vincent looked at the clock.

“Yes. Please send him in.”

Vincent came around the desk to greet Sterling. Armena rose from her chair as he entered.

“Good afternoon, Councilor Mondras,” Sterling began. Seeing Armena, he said, “Greetings. Am I interrupting? I can return later.”

“No, no,” Vincent replied. “Councilor Sandal will be interested in what I have to tell you.”

Armena's raised her eyebrows as they took their seats.

“Commander, as acting Councilor-General, I believe that the Alliance needs to contact this rebel force on Kirill, both to learn how we can help them and to strengthen our defense against Pragsmon. Although we are aware of him, he still poses a substantial threat. We need information about Pragsmon's plans and about what the rebel force wants from us.”

“I want you to return to Kirill, reestablish contact with them, and bring me information that we can use in the Council to decide how to proceed. The Council is now preoccupied with the investigation of Councilor-General Krindon, and I will need hard data to refocus their minds once the inquiry is over. We must face this Kirillean threat sensibly.”

“I realize that the danger is great, but it is an important operation. Admiral Ungar and I have discussed this matter in depth. You are the only person who can accomplish this mission.”

Vincent paused a moment.

“You need to leave as soon as possible.”

“Yes, sir. I understand. My ship will be repaired by tomorrow. I can leave then,” Sterling replied.

“Good. I will look forward to hearing from you soon.”

Sterling was about to rise when Vincent added, “And I want Councilor Sandal to go with you. She will have authorization to make limited commitments to the rebels on behalf of the Alliance. I cannot grant that authority to you. She also has a vested interest in what happens on Kirill.”

Sterling looked at Armena, her eagerness apparent on her face.

“I have no objections, Sir. I would be glad to have her aboard,” Sterling replied.

“Good. Notify Councilor Sandal as soon as you are prepared to leave tomorrow. You may go. Armena, I will discuss our objectives and your authorizations with you later this evening.”

Sterling rose.

“Thank you, Sir,” he said to Vincent.

He turned to Armena. “I will contact you tomorrow, Councilor. I do not expect the ship to be ready until late in the day.”

He turned and left the room.

Armena said, “Thank you, Vincent. I want to help them and I need to know what happened to Galen.”

“I knew that you would want to go.”

Armena rose and walked to the door. Before it opened she turned and said, “Another pivotal moment for us?”

“Yes. Maybe more so than either of us realizes.”

The door opened, and Armena left. It closed quietly behind her.

Vincent walked over to the window. The sun was lower now, but many people were still in the gardens below, some strolling through the flowers, others rushing along the broad pavements. Vincent watched them a while more.

He returned to his desk and activated the comm line.

“Rasheik, this is Vincent. I am glad you are still here. Let's have dinner tonight.”

 

 

Sterling left the Council building and walked through the gardens. The sun was setting, filling the sky with shades of turquoise and rose. The bouquet of the flowers wafted to his senses on a light breeze: Marta's garden. His thoughts drifted light-years away. He missed her.

“What is she doing? Where is she?” he wondered.

He heard a voice inside his mind, “She is safe and well, Sterling.”

He smiled faintly as he continued to enjoy the scents of the garden. Sterling knew that he could not talk with her again in this life, but there was someone he could talk with. He spotted a comm port and made his way across the garden.

The colors in the evening sky became more subdued, and the stars began to appear. He came to the comm port and activated it.

The usual delay. An answer from the other end: “Hello.”

“Mom, hi! This is Sterling.”

 

 

Armena watched the tapestry of twinkling stars appear as the twilight gave way to the night. She would have a few hours before Vincent would call to discuss her mission to Kirill. Her thoughts drifted across the vastness between here and there. The faces of her father and of Galen seemed to float among the stars. She could almost hear their voices.

Her pivotal moments had all been painful in this odyssey. Alone now, the pain came flooding into her psyche and sought to overwhelm her. She felt cold and isolated.

“Seishu, help me, please.”

She closed her eyes and let her head fall against the window.

“What did I tell Vincent? That my faith pulled me through the vagaries of life,” she thought.

“Where is that faith now?” she asked. “Where is Seishu now? Why do I feel so terrible?”

“I have not moved,” came a thought into her mind.

She raised her head.

Staring out the window, she reflected, “No, you haven't. You never do. It is always I who drifts away.”

She went into her bedroom and opened the drawer of her nightstand. There it was: her book. She took it out, curled up in a chair, and read until Vincent called.

 

 

Sterling’s call to his mother was emotional for both of them. He had not talked with her in a long time. Their conversation had been stilted initially. Sterling had reassured Allison that he was safe. He had broken down and told her how sad he was that he had not communicated with her in so long a time.

“I miss you, Mom,” he had said tearfully.

Allison had cried, too, then the conversation had come freely. They had talked about Allison’s activities, about Maureen, Jim, and Thad, and about Sterling’s travels.

“Mom, I am planning to come home after this mission. I’ll let you know when as soon as I am cleared for leave,” he had told Allison.

Now, lying on his bed in his room, Sterling thought of someone else he needed to contact. This would not be as easy as the call to his mother had been.

He moved to sit in the chair at the desk, entered the code into the comm link, and waited.

The face of a beautiful, but sad, young woman appeared on the screen.

“Jules, this is Sterling.”

“Sterling! I thought that you were both dead! What has happened? Jules asked, tears beginning to roll down her cheeks.

“Jules, Jules. I am so sorry. The AIS has contacted you?”

“Yes, two weeks ago. The agent said that you had both been killed on a mission. He said that he would call back with more details, but I have not heard from anyone.”

Through tears, Sterling said, “Jules, I will tell you as much as I can about what happened to Guthrie.”

“Thank you, Sterling. I want to know.”

“We were on a training mission when we received a distress call from a diplomatic vessel.”

“The Altaar? I had heard that it had been destroyed and that everyone aboard had been killed, including an Alliance Councilor.”

“Yes. That was the one. Guthrie and I immediately went to assist. We encountered ships attacking the Altaar so we engaged them. I cannot tell you more than this, but during the firefight, Guthrie took several hits. His shields weakened and he took massive fire. He died when his ship exploded. I tried to stop it but we were outnumbered. He did not have time to use the escape pod. I am so sorry, Jules.”

They both cried. Sterling wanted to reach out to Jules, to console her, but she was light years away.

“Yeshua,” he thought, “comfort Jules, please. I can’t be there for her, wouldn’t really know what to say, but I believe that you can be there with her.”

“What happened to you? Why have you not called until now?” asked Jules.

“I can’t tell you details, but I have just now returned to Aries. I was in a remote corner of the galaxy for almost two weeks. Had I been able, I would have called you sooner, would have come to Kaunis to see you. He was like a brother to me, Jules.”

“I know, Sterling. When the agent told me that you both had died, it was almost more than I could bear. I am glad that you are alive.”

“Thank you, Jules. I miss him.”

Crying, Jules said, “I miss Guthrie, too, Sterling. He was a good husband.”

“He was a good friend, and you have been a good, patient wife.”

“Thank you for calling, Sterling. I do feel better now.”

Sterling and Jules stared at each other, two grieving friends, missing the same person, but also both comforted by other Person. Tears came again for both of them.

“Jules, I need to say ‘bye’ now.”

“Okay. Thank you again for calling. It really means a lot to me.”

“You are welcome.”

Sterling ended the comm link and crawled onto his bed. He rolled over and realized that he was now able to cry. The release of his emotions had made him feel more whole, more alive than he had felt for ten years. He was truly looking forward to his visit home. In the dark, Sterling thanked Yeshua for his friend, and recalled his times with Guthrie until he fell asleep.
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Once they had safely reached HDF 12, Sterling went to the dining area to find Armena seated at the table, her hands folded around a cup of hot tea. She enjoyed the steam rising from the cup as she read a book opened before her.

“May I join you, Councilor?” Sterling asked.

Looking up, Armena said, “Surely, Commander, please sit down. And you may call me Armena.”

“Thank you, Armena,” said Sterling as he sat across from her. “And please call me Sterling. What are you reading?”

“Oh, this book? It is a book that tells our people on Creon about Seishu, about Mungu, who people on Earth call God.”

“Is your interest personal or academic? Do you believe in God?” Sterling inquired.

“I've never heard the question phrased in quite that manner before,” said Armena. “Yes, I believe in God.”

She continued, “Are you familiar with the concept of life form grouping?”

“The idea that similar life forms in similar stages of development are found grouped on the same planet or planetary system? Yes, we were taught that concept in the AIS academy. It has been found to be a true description of the galaxy, if you examine planets and systems prior to colonization.”

Armena said, “That's right. And you know, the interesting thing about this book is that in whatever life form group I have been, I have always found at least a small group of people who believe in God and who have a book like this one.”

“Are they the same?” Sterling questioned.

“The books?”

Sterling gave an affirmative nod.

“That is an interesting question. Historically, they are different, as obviously there were different events and people in each group, and the life form groups were not at identical stages of development, but the essential truth is the same.”

“And that is?”

“That God made us and loves us, that people everywhere in the galaxy have turned away from him, but that he has acted to bring us back into a relationship with him.”

Sterling poured his tea and resumed his seat.

“How has God restored this relationship?”

“He died.”

Sterling nearly choked on his tea.

“He died?” Sterling sputtered.

Armena passed him a napkin.

“Are you okay?”

Wiping his chin, Sterling replied, “Yes. What do you mean, 'he died'?”

“Well, he came to each life form group as a sentient being, as one of that group. He told the people of their separation from God. Some people accepted him; some rejected him. In each case, he was killed, but in each case, he came back to life. He actually allowed himself to be killed unjustly to save the people from their separation from God: he sacrificed himself for the people. Those who accept him and his sacrifice, he restores to fellowship with God.”

Armena continued, “There is a peculiarity about this, though. If you figure out the time sequence, he was present in each life form group at the same time. Even though he died for each life form group, he died for them simultaneously. The books make it clear that it is one God, somehow present on all of the worlds concurrently. I have found that only a small number of people in any life form group accept him.”

“By your expression, you must think that I am insane,” Armena said after a prolonged silence.

Sterling looked at Armena.

After a moment, he said, “No. No, I don't. So are you a part of the remnant?”

“Yes, I am. That is a word that is used to describe believers. How are you familiar with it?”

“You may think me insane, but I have met your Seishu, though not by that name.”

“Why should I think that insane? I have met him also, in my heart.”

“No, Armena. I met him, on Earth. When we came to aid the Altaar, the Kirilleans surprised us. My partner, Guthrie, was killed, but I escaped into a tellerand, ending up on Earth, twenty-four hundred years ago.”

Armena stopped in mid-sip.

“You mean you traveled back in time? I thought that was impossible.”

“It may not be reproducible, but it is possible. I did it. And I met this Seishu you speak of, but he was called Yeshua. I watched him die, just as you said, like a helpless animal. Events led me to kill a soldier, and I ran back into the hills to my ship. Several days later, Yeshua came to me, alive, just as your book says. Since then, my perspective on life has been different. I did not know these books existed. May I read yours? I can read a little Creon.”

Armena slowly passed her book to Sterling.

“That is incredible, Sterling: to have met him. How much more real he must be to you.”

Sterling did not respond initially as he perused the book. After reading several pages, he looked up, thought a moment, and said, “But Armena, if what this book and Yeshua says is true, your meeting him in your heart is the more important and should be every bit as real as my meeting him in the flesh. Maybe more so.”

Armena sipped her tea, considering what Sterling had said as he returned to the book.
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“We are over the field,” Sterling said to Armena. “It will soon be night. We can land and try to contact Galen's people. I have detected much activity on Kirill today. Pragsmon must be planning to take action soon. It will be important that we minimize the time the ship is exposed, so when we leave, run to the forest as fast as you can.”

“How are we going to contact them? Do you know the way to their station?” asked Armena.

“No, I would not be able to find that station on my own even if I were to bump into it. I was barely able to keep pace with Galen when he took me there. The path was winding, through the trees, and I am certain he did not take me by the most direct route.”

“So how are we going to let them know we are here? Knock on every tree?”

Sterling chuckled, “We are going to knock, but only on one tree: the large one by the edge of the field. Galen gave me this as I left that night.”

Sterling produced an oblong grey object.

“It looks like a piece of bark from the tree but it is really a communication device. It can be activated only by placing it into a particular fork of one of the lower branches. I just hope I can find the right fork quickly. I don't want to be out of the ship too long waiting on them.”

“Ingenious,” commented Armena, as she examined the device. “They are so particular. I still don't know what happened during my rescue.”

“Nor do I,” said Sterling. “Perhaps we can get some answers tonight.”

Sterling looked out over Kirill.

“Good, it's dark enough. Let's go,” Sterling said.

Armena secured herself as Sterling landed as close to the large tree as possible. Once on the ground, they went to the lift.

“Remember, after I deactivate the shrouding system, run as fast as you can for the woods,” Sterling reminded Armena.

“Don't worry,” she said. “I know how to run on this place. I don't want to see Pragsmon again.”

The lift touched down. Sterling deactivated the shrouding system.

“Now, go,” he said, giving her a firm push off the lift. They ran toward the woods. As soon as they were out of range, Sterling reactivated the shrouding system with a remote. The ship faded away before his eyes. They darted into the forest and crept over to the large tree.

There was no moonlight, and Sterling did not want to use a lantern. He and Armena searched the tree blindly, trying to find the right fork. None seemed to fit the form of the device.

“Are you certain this is the correct tree, Sterling?” whispered Armena.

“Yes. The coordinates for the field are the same as when I met Galen. This is the largest tree on the edge of the forest. We will have to start trying the device and hope that we don't damage it or put it in the wrong place.”

“What will that do?”

“I'm not sure, but Galen said to place it in the right spot the first time.”

“Wonderful.”

They continued their search, hunting for a depression that would fit the form of the device.

“I think I have it,” said Armena.

Sterling brought the device to her. He placed his hand in the depression, comparing it to the form in his other hand.

“It is closer than anything I have found. Let's try it.”

“Okay,” Armena said. “You put it in.”

“Thanks.”

He gently placed the device in the fork. It slid into place effortlessly. Nothing happened. He took his hand away and stepped back.

“Sit down beside the tree. I'll keep watch on the forest. You keep watch on the field,” said Sterling.

 

 

Aries

 

The investigation committee adjourned for lunch. Vincent sat in his seat in the gallery reviewing the day's testimony. That Councilor-General Krindon had concealed information from the Council had been well established, but it had not been shown that he had done so out of malicious intent. Vincent knew that there was more to this than merely an error in judgment by the Councilor-General. If that fact could not be proven to the satisfaction of the Council, Krindon would be reprimanded for a blunder, but returned to his position.

“Such a turn of events could prove disastrous for the Alliance,” Vincent mused.

Someone standing over him interrupted his thoughts.

“So, the committee has been unable to prove that I did other than commit an error in judgment,” said Councilor-General Krindon, looking down at Vincent.

He looked up at the Councilor-General hovering over him.

“No, not yet, at least,” he replied.

“And they won't! When I am back in my rightful place, I will take you so far down that the only job you will have is picking up trash for some administrator on an outpost at the fringe of the galaxy,” snarled Krindon as he looked at Vincent through squinted eyes.

“The committee has not finished its work. When this is over, we shall see who remains and who passes away,” said Vincent calmly. “Now, if you will excuse me, I have some other place to be.”

The Councilor-General marched away with his adviser. When they were out of the room, Vincent sighed deeply.

 “Armena is right,” he thought. “The Council can be fickle. If Krindon is vindicated, they will vent their frustration over this affair on me.”

“Chockdal Du remains unconvinced and maintains his distance from me. I hope the committee will be able to reveal the Councilor-General's true colors, but at this moment, I am doubtful.”

Vincent gathered his papers and headed for his office.

Pivotal moments might not always be exhilarating after all.

 

 

Kirill

 

“There, coming through the trees,” said Sterling, pointing to a dim light which slowly wound its way through the forest. He readied his maser and followed the light as it neared. It stopped a meter away, and Sterling and Armena crouched behind the tree, waiting for the person with the light to speak.

“Commander Newman? It is I, Arbon. We met at the supply depot. You have returned?”

Coming from behind the tree, Sterling and Armena walked to the light. Arbon lifted it to illuminate their faces.

“Arbon! Am I glad to see you! Yes, we have come to repay you, to learn how the Alliance can help you, and to prepare ourselves for Pragsmon.”

“And to know Galen's fate,” added Armena.

Arbon held up the light to Armena's face.

“Councilor, we are glad that you are well. Galen's sacrifice was not in vain.”

Arbon continued, “I am heartened that you have returned, but you have placed yourselves in great danger. Follow me to the station where we will be safe and can talk.”

They set off into the forest, taking a winding path.


Chapter 19: Alliance Date 34.251

Kirill

 

Arbon led the party down the corridor toward Galen's cell. He hoped that the guard would be few in number. As they rounded the corner, he saw only one guard standing in front of the door. Arbon stepped around the corner to fire his maser. The guard heard the fire approach but could not move quickly enough to avoid it. A faint red glow enveloped him as he fell to the floor.

They ran to the doorway. Sterling checked the guard as Arbon pressed his wrist pad.

“He is still alive,” Sterling said. “We will be far away before he awakens.”

“The door,” Arbon said. “It will not open. They have changed the access code.”

“Can't you try another one?” Armena challenged.

“I have! I have entered the last seven known codes for this cell, but none of them work. Even if we had one here, it would take too long for our code generator to construct the correct code.”

Sterling stood up. “Can we blast it?”

“We can try, but that will alert them to our presence.”

“Do we have any other choice?” asked Armena. “Once this guard wakes up, they will know that we have been here. That might push Pragsmon to kill Galen. We have to get him out now.”

“She is right. We don't have anything to lose. Let's blast it,” said Sterling.

They aimed at the access panel and fired. It glowed orange and exploded in a bright shower of blue and red sparks. An alarm sounded overhead, but the door would not open.

“Shoot it again,” cried Sterling. “We don't have much time.”

They fired again, vaporizing the access panel and the surrounding section of wall. The door slid partway open. Sterling and Arbon wedged their fingers into the opening and forced the door open as Armena and the rebels watched for the guards they knew were approaching.

Finally, the door was ajar enough to enter. Sterling and Arbon went into the cell, a small single room. It was empty.

“They must have taken him to Pragsmon already. That would explain the lone guard. We did not think that Pragsmon would call him this early,” Arbon said.

“Maybe someone has been feeding you wrong information,” Sterling said. “Where to now?”

“To the great hall,” Arbon said. “That is where Pragsmon interrogates prisoners.”

Sterling and Arbon squeezed back through the partially open door.

“He isn't in there,” Arbon explained to Armena. “We will have to rescue him from the great hall.”

They set off down the corridor. The overhead alarm continued to blare. They had run only a few meters when they heard the sound of another party approaching.

As soon as the rebels were in sight, the Kirillean guards began to fire. There was no place in the corridor to hide. Maser fire streamed from both camps, filling the corridor with a hissing orange glow. Red, orange, and blue flashes erupted between the two sides as maser struck maser. It was impossible to dodge the maser fire intelligently. Those in front went down quickly; those behind could only continue to fire into the haze.

The skirmish raged for only a few minutes. Gradually the fire from the Kirillean guards diminished as they retreated. The rebels began to push forward slowly until the remaining Kirilleans had fled.

As the smoke cleared and the stench of seared flesh filled the corridor, they counted the losses: ten Kirilleans lay dead, five rebels. Arbon said, “We won that time only because we had the greater number. Next time we will not be so fortunate. We must hurry to the great hall while we still have enough people to fight.”

Sterling asked, “Is there a back route? A less direct path? Some way to reach the great hall that they would not expect?”

Arbon thought. “I see your point. Yes, there is. It will take longer to get there, but perhaps we will encounter less resistance. Follow me.”

They ran ahead several meters and turned right down a corridor. Arbon sent several rebels down a main corridor. “They will keep the Kirilleans occupied.”

Arbon led them to a transit tube that they entered and followed until they came to a transit station. They inspected as carefully as they could from a safe distance, climbed out, and headed down a corridor.

“They will expect us to come in by the main entrance. The others will help with the ruse,” Arbon said, becoming more intense. “This will take us to a service entrance. We can get into the great hall from there, and then disable the access panel for the main doors. Maybe that will buy us a little more time. We'll have to rescue Galen by force and hope that we can all get out before the rest of the guards arrive. We're here.”

They were surprised to see the entrance unguarded. They tried the door: it was unlocked and slid open easily.

“Pragsmon must have pulled all the guards to the main entrance,” Arbon said.

“I don't like this,” Sterling said. “This has suddenly become too easy.”

“We don't have any other choice now,” Arbon chided.

They opened the door, and went into the service complex. None of the band noticed the door as it slowly closed behind them or the quiet swish of the lock as they cautiously made their way toward the great hall.

The complex was silent; they saw no one. Utensils and food in various stages of preparation had been left on the counters, as though the cooks had been called away suddenly.

They came to a door without windows.

“The great hall is on the other side of this door,” Arbon said. “After it is opened, we will rush in. Fire on any Kirilleans who are in there so I can get close enough to the main entrance to disable the access panel. After that, kill Pragsmon and whoever else you have to in order to get Galen.”

Arbon tried the access panel. To his surprise, the door slid open silently, and the party rushed into the great hall.

Arbon headed directly for the main entrance. The others spilled into the room behind him. They aimed their masers toward the center of the hall but were so startled by what they saw that they could not fire.

Standing in the center of the hall, his head towering nearly halfway to the glimmering star overhead, was Pragsmon. The now gargantuan ruler looked down upon Galen, who lay in a heap at his feet.

Pragsmon turned his gaze toward the party who now crouched at the door.

“You have come for him, as I knew you would,” Pragsmon said, his voice now as distorted as the man. He looked to Arbon, who had turned when he heard Pragsmon's voice. He pointed his hand toward Arbon, and a blue arc shot toward him. It enveloped Arbon, contorting his body as he screamed. Then he was no more.

Pragsmon laughed and returned his attention to the others. “My guards are on the other side of the door, but I have no need of them.” He turned his massive bulk to face them squarely. The building shook as he shifted his weight.

Pragsmon summoned his guards.

“Quick, scatter!” shouted Sterling, as a blue arc streamed from Pragsmon's pointing finger. It struck a rebel unable to move fast enough.

The remaining rebels began to fire on Pragsmon. They struck him full force repeatedly, but each strike only caused him to laugh derisively as he absorbed their energy. The walls began to glow deeply, and the star increased in radiance as they continued to fire. His laughter increased as he began to fire upon the rebels, picking them off singly and in pairs.

Pragsmon waved his hand toward the main entrance to the great hall. The doors opened quickly, and his guard streamed into the room in full force. The rebels continued to fire, at both Pragsmon and his soldiers. There was no place to hide, and they had no other defense.

Armena made certain her maser was set to kill. She stood to get a clear shot at Pragsmon's head as he was distracted by one of the rebels. She fired, her pent-up anger toward Pragsmon flying at him through the maser. She now understood how he had ruled so effectively: here was the true being inside the man. The maser struck Pragsmon full in the left temple, causing it to glow. He turned toward Armena.

The maser entered his left eye, but he did not turn away. “Councilor,” he said, “you should not have returned. I have little patience with those who disobey me.” He held up his hand to block the fire.

Sterling saw Pragsmon's hand rising. “Armena, stop!” he yelled. “Stop firing at him.”

She did not heed his plea. The maser reflected off Pragsmon's hand, returning the orange beam of light to Armena. It struck at her feet, sending her sailing through the air. She hit a wall and fell to the floor, motionless.

The rebels turned from Pragsmon to fight the guards who had poured into the room. The maser fire struck the walls, the furniture, and people, raising a dense smoke. The black-red substance of the room absorbed each maser strike, increasing Pragsmon’s power.

Pragsmon laughed loudly. Sterling crept up behind him unnoticed and came around to Galen as Pragsmon delightedly continued to strike rebels with the blue arcs from his fingers. Suddenly, Pragsmon looked down and saw Sterling, who was now dragging Galen to the side of the room. Sterling looked up to see the two huge eyes peering down at him. Pragsmon laughed even louder.

“Now I will finish you myself. I shall take whatever I desire.”

He pointed a finger at Sterling and Galen. Sterling leaned over Galen to shield him from the coming blast.

Suddenly, for Sterling there was no sound in the room: no sinister laugh from Pragsmon, no hissing of maser fire, no sound of people shrieking in pain.

No sound except Marta's humming.

She hummed the same tune as she had on the day he had awakened in her home. The sound was as clear as though she were sitting beside him. He could remember every detail of her appearance. Sterling was glad that his last thoughts would be of her.

He was calm as he thought of her serenity.

“Sterling,” he heard her say, “that serenity is not from myself. It comes from Yeshua.”

Sterling smiled to himself. “Thank you, Yeshua.”

“Sterling,” another voice said, “Pragsmon is more than he seems, more than you can possibly imagine. Destroy the star over his head.”

“Yeshua,” he thought, “that makes no sense! How can destroying the ceiling of this room affect him?”

“You must act on faith, Sterling, just as you must believe in me by faith. Only when faith is acted upon does it become sight.”

Sterling looked up past Pragsmon at the room's pinnacle. Golden sunlight filtered and refracted through the prismatic windows in the apex of the ceiling to form the radiant star, now dazzling in its brilliance. He wondered who was the master: the star or the man.

Pragsmon's hand was poised to deliver the final blast. He stopped, poised to strike, obscuring the star.

“I shall finish you, then conquer the Alliance,” Pragsmon shouted, his voice reverberating in the great hall. “No one will be able to stand against me now.”

Smiling, he brought his arm downward. His large hand swept a giant arc as blue lightening began to dance on his wrist, spreading toward his fingers. Sterling now saw the star, white-hot in its blazing.

He fired. The star glowed orange, then red, then blue, then the deep red-black of the building as it dispersed the maser to the row of windows encircling it. The windows burst into a shower of shimmering gems that shot into all directions. Devoid of its support, the spiked pinnacle fell toward the floor and Pragsmon.

His eyes widened in horror as the cone's apex turned downward. There was no time for him to dodge. The red-black point pierced through his raised hands into his chest.

The blue electricity sputtered on Pragsmon's fingers, as he looked heavenward to see the blue sky through the hole gaping in the ceiling. A shrill wail came from deep within his being. He doubled over and crashed to the floor, shaking the building.

Sterling came near and pointed his maser at Pragsmon.

“You have no need of that now,” Pragsmon gasped. “I was all-powerful. No mortal being could have stopped me.”

He paused, took a great, heaving breath, and continued, “Your shot was not an accident. How did you know? The only matter that could kill me was the very substance of this building, the substance of creation: Genesis stone. How did you know?”

“Who, what are you, Pragsmon?” asked Sterling, lowering his maser.

Pragsmon gave no reply.

“I did not know, Pragsmon. I only did as I was told,” Sterling offered.

“Who told you about the Genesis stone?” Pragsmon asked.

“Someone you do not know. Someone named Yeshua.”

“Yeshua,” Pragsmon sighed. “You are wrong, mortal man, I do know him. He has conquered me at last. Was there really ever any doubt in all these long years?”

Sterling stared as blood the color of the stone that had pierced Pragsmon's chest began to seep through the fallen giant's clothing.

Pragsmon gazed upon himself in disbelief. He reached for the stone and began to pull it from his chest, but the effort left him breathless. His arms fell useless.

“Who are you?” demanded Sterling more forcefully.

“I am a Nephilim, born just after the dawn of your world, of your Earth.”

Wide-eyed, Sterling barraged Pragsmon with questions, wanting to gain answers before Pragsmon's life faded away.

“How have you lived that long? How did you come to Kirill? Are there any more like you?”

Gasping, Pragsmon slowly, painfully answered, “One more. Only one.”

Sterling watched as Pragsmon's life ebbed away. The vacancy of his eyes told Sterling there would be no further replies.

By this time, the rebels had turned the fight against Pragsmon’s guards, who fled the great hall. Some laid down their masers in surrender but most continued to fight fiercely, even as they retreated from the great hall. 

Sterling returned to Galen and knelt beside him. Galen opened his eyes.

“I saw your ship disappear. I saw a brilliant explosion in the sky and a ship falling to Kirill. Next, I awoke in a cell. Then pain, unspeakable pain, running through me.” Galen shook as he spoke. “It would not stop.”

Galen fell silent.

“Come here,” Sterling called to one of the rebels who had returned to the great hall. “Help me with Galen.”

Galen stirred and looked again at Sterling.

“What has happened?”

“Pragsmon is dead,” Sterling replied. “I will tell you the whole story later. For now, rest and be thankful that you are alive.”

Three rebels had now arrived to assist him.

“Galen is alive,” Sterling said to them. “Tend to him.”

Sterling left Galen with his comrades and went to find Armena.

“Where is Arbon?” Galen asked.

The three rebels looked at each other and sighed. One of them said, “Arbon, your brother, is dead in this same room. He was the first to die.”

Galen turned his face away and wept.

Sterling found Armena lying against a wall, unmoving. He gently turned her over, kneeling above her face. He could feel the warmth of her breath, barely perceptible.

“Armena,” he called gently. “Can you hear me?”

No response.

“Armena, can you hear me?”

He saw a flicker of her eyelids, a twitch of her mouth, a deep breath. She moved her head, then her arms, and then tried to sit up.

“Don't get up, Armena. You have taken quite a shot.”

“Where are we?” she asked slowly.

“In the great hall, on Kirill. Pragsmon is dead, but Galen is alive. It is over here but the rebels are in pursuit of Pragsmon’s guard.”

“That is good,” Armena said. “But it is not over. There is still Councilor-General Krindon.”

Sterling made no reply but called two other rebels to help him with Armena.
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“You are looking well today,” Sterling said, as he entered Armena's makeshift office in the central complex.

She looked up from her desk. “Hello, Sterling. I have just talked with Vincent. He needs me to return as soon as possible. The committee hearings on Krindon are not going well. He wants me to give him some help if I can.”

“He also wants me to bring Galen so he can formally initiate a dialogue with the Kirilleans.”

“He doesn't waste any time, does he?”

“No, and with good reason. So much has happened these last two days following Pragsmon's demise. Vincent needs to capitalize on these events while he holds the authority. He wants to start the talks as soon as possible to prevent Krindon from derailing them if he should be reinstated.”

“Why would Krindon do that? It would seem that he would welcome the Kirilleans into the Alliance.”

Shrugging her shoulders, Armena replied, “I'm not sure. Politicians don't always do what is right; sometimes they do what is merely expedient.”

She continued, “Nevertheless, Vincent wants to start the talks immediately, and I could not agree with him more. I have already spoken with Galen about the trip.”

“Is he able to travel?”

“Haven't you seen him lately?”

“I saw him this morning. He looked good, but still not back to normal.”

“He said the same thing when we spoke, but he feels that he can make the trip. He has assigned trusted officers to deal with the downed primary communication network and to begin the search for Pragsmon’s military.”

“Pragsmon had planned well for this seemingly unlikely event. His military has vanished.”

“Although injured both mentally and physically, and distracted by continuing events here on Kirill, Galen feels he must make this initial trip to the Alliance. Vincent will understand and will go at Galen's pace. Can your ship accommodate all three of us?”

“We can make room.”

“Good! When can we leave?”
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Armena, Sterling, and Galen entered the back of the crowded meeting room unnoticed. The only two unclaimed seats were on the last row.

“You two sit,” Sterling whispered. “I'll stand by the door. I don't suppose that security will mind one extra person in the room. Besides, I have connections.”

Armena and Galen slowly took their seats. Galen's burns were healing well, but he still moved with difficulty.

Once settled, Armena strained to see over the heads of the spectators. The room was large and square, with a massive curved table at the front, behind which sat the members of the committee. Across a seemingly vast expanse of flooring was situated a smaller table reserved for the witnesses and their counsels. Armena saw Vincent at the curved table. She rose from her seat and waved her hand quickly.

He saw her and smiled. When the smile left his face, Armena saw the lines that had burrowed their way into the once smooth skin.

“Vincent looks so tired,” Armena said, leaning over to Galen. “He must be having an even worse time of it than he had led me to believe.”

The page said aloud, “The committee calls Councilor Krindon.”

Krindon stood from his seat and began to shuffle down the row between tables, taking care not to step on toes, being quietly effusive with his requests for passage and pardon. As he came to the end of the row, he paused to gaze around the room.

Galen stared at Krindon, watching him survey the room. Galen scrutinized the Councilor-General, watching Krindon walk with resolve towards his appointed place at the witness chair. Galen noted every move and gesture. Before Krindon sat, Galen rose slightly from his own seat to get a full, unobstructed view of Krindon's face.

As Krindon took his seat, Galen turned to Armena and asked, “Who is that man?”

“He is former Councilor-General Krindon.”

“The one you said was being investigated by this committee?”

“Yes, for lying to the Council. Why do you ask?” Looking at his wrinkled brow, she said, “You seem quite concerned.”

“I believe my concern to be justified. I have seen him before.”

“Galen, where? How could you have?”

“On Kirill, in the great hall, many years ago. I will never forget him. When he first visited the great hall, he was brash, confident. He and Pragsmon seemed the best of friends. The last time he was there, he was still confident, but he was fearful of Pragsmon. Their interaction was less friendly. He was afraid of Pragsmon, not fearful for his life but, it is difficult to explain, fearful that Pragsmon would ruin him in some way. He seemed suspicious of anything Pragsmon had to say, as though Pragsmon had some hidden motive.”

“Krindon, on Kirill!” Armena said, checking herself before she exploded the news to the entire assemblage. “What was he doing there?”

“We never knew. He came before we had developed our intelligence system. We scanned all the records but never found a trace of information about him. It seems that Pragsmon wanted to keep his visits a secret. I suspected that Pragsmon had the records on him stored in some concealed place that even we could not access.”

Galen looked at Krindon, who sat composed, answering the committee's questions.

“I have a hunch,” said Galen. “Get the committee to call Pragsmon to testify.”

“But he is dead,” protested Armena.

“True, but does Krindon know that?”

“No, not being in the inner circle of Vincent's advisers. Vincent has not made news of Pragsmon's death public.”

“Good, then do it.”

Armena summoned a page and requested paper and pen. She scribbled a note on it and requested the page to deliver it to Councilor Mondras.

Vincent listened as the questioning continued. It seemed pointless now. No evidence that the committee had unveiled had cast any doubt upon Krindon's motives. Krindon had agreed that he had exercised poor judgment in not revealing his knowledge about the Altaar.

“But I know in my heart that there is more to this,” Vincent thought, biting on a knuckle. “He lied, and not out of poor judgment. He was too experienced to make so obvious a blunder.”

The proceedings would end today, and the committee would have to make a recommendation concerning Krindon.

“A recommendation to reinstate him,” Vincent muttered. “Armena was right; that pivotal moment would not be exhilarating.”

The page interrupted Vincent's thoughts.

“Sir, I have a note for you from Councilor Sandal,” she whispered into his ear.

“What? Oh, thank you.”

Vincent took the note and read it silently.

He tapped it on the table and searched for Armena's face.

Her eyes were wide, and her expression encouraged him to act.

“Acting Councilor-General Mondras,” intoned the chairman. “Do you have any questions of Councilor Krindon?”

Krindon glared at Vincent.

“No, I do not. And as there is no one scheduled after me to question this witness, I respectfully ask to be permitted to call a new, unscheduled witness to the stand.”

“This is most unusual, sir,” protested the chairman. “Will this unscheduled witness produce some evidence of substance? These proceedings have gone on quite long enough.”

Looking toward Armena, Vincent said, “I hope so, Mr. Chairman. I do hope, ah, I do expect so.”

Reluctantly, the chairman replied, “Very well, then, call your witness. Councilor Krindon, you may step down. Thank you for your time.”

Krindon appeared befuddled. He had expected Mondras to question him severely, to try to trap him, to twist his words. His adversary's retreat caught him by surprise.

“This Mondras is not so bright nor so tough after all,” thought Krindon, rising from his seat.

He was about to begin the walk to his place in the gallery when he heard Vincent say, “I would like to call to testify before this committee Pragsmon, Emperor of Kirill.”

Krindon's momentary pause went unnoticed as the gallery buzzed. Heads turned, and people craned their necks to see this mysterious Emperor of Kirill. Rumors about him had been circulated on Aries for days.

Krindon resumed his gait as Vincent called out again, “I call Pragsmon, Emperor of Kirill, to testify to this committee.”

Krindon looked to the rear of the room to see one of the security officers assigned to witnesses enter through the door, motioning as though he were directing someone to follow him into the room. Krindon's face went white, perspiration exploded onto his brow, and his heart raced.

Fear conquered reason as he cried out, “No! Don't bring Pragsmon in here!”

All heads turned toward Krindon, who cried out, “How have you subdued him? He would never come here like a chained animal. You could not contain him even if you tried. Pragsmon has come here because he wanted to.”

Krindon appeared a crazed man. His eyes darted from side to side. He ran to the curved table and grabbed Vincent by the shirt, pulling him close to his own face, sweat popping on his brow.

“He has tricked you. But why?”

He released his hold on Vincent and backed toward the wall.

“He wants me, that's why. He wants me because he thinks that I have failed him. Don't bring him in here. Don't let him know that I am in here. I'll tell you everything; just keep him away from me.”

Vincent raised his hand toward the security officer, who backed out the door.

Vincent turned to Krindon.

“I shall refrain from calling this witness at this time,” Vincent said. “Please, make your statement.”

Krindon calmed himself somewhat and began, “Many years ago, before there was an Alliance, when the Creon and Borela wars had just begun, I worked as a hired intermediary and, admittedly, mercenary. In my travels, I met Pragsmon. I was on Jareeng, where I had an altercation with a man in the course of our business. We got into a fight, and I killed him. Unknown to me, Pragsmon wielded great leverage and power on Jareeng. He came to my aid and was able to have me freed, almost effortlessly. I had never met anyone with his ability to influence and control people.

“He asked me for nothing, stating that he was glad to help a fellow intermediary. He also said that he would keep in touch.”

His face was void of emotion as he continued his saga, his mind drifting over the years to resurrect events long buried.

“We parted ways, and I eventually entered political life on my own planet. I had almost forgotten the incident at Jareeng; it seemed at the time to have been only a dream, when Pragsmon contacted me, reminding me of my debt. I offered to pay him, but he said he had no need of money; he merely wanted me to fulfill a series of requests for him. They seemed harmless and simple enough, so I agreed. In fact, they helped me more than they did him.”

“I climbed the political ladder, in part thanks to Pragsmon. There was always one more request, backed by the incident at Jareeng. Eventually, the requests involved intrigue, deception, and manipulation. This pulled me into his web even more until finally I was so entangled that there was no escape.”

“His last request was that I allow the conflict he had planned between the Creon and the Borela to erupt into full-scale war.”

Chockdal Du stared at Krindon in disbelief.

“My friend,” Chockdal thought, “how could this have happened?”

“That is why I lied about the destruction of the Altaar. I could not let anything happen which might hinder his plans. Admitting to the presence of an outside force might have delayed the war.”

“Once or twice, he brought me to Kirill, a magnificent place. The last time, he told me of his eventual plans for the Alliance and what he expected of me. I wanted to back out, to resist, but I feared losing my position. I enjoyed being Councilor-General. I did not want to be exiled in disgrace, even at the expense of the Alliance.”

Speaking directly to Vincent, he said, “Power once tasted is too sweet to let go.”

Silence hung over the room.


Chapter 22: Alliance Date 34.257

Aries

 

Armena, Sterling, and Galen had spent the morning with Vincent reviewing the events of the past two weeks, and addressing the future of Kirill. Near midday, they finished their discussions. Galen gathered his papers, and rose from his chair.

“My transport to Kirill leaves soon, so I must be leaving,” Galen said to his three companions. “Thank you for arranging swift passage for me to my home. I am almost certain that the remaining military loyal to Pragsmon will retaliate against us, try to regain control of Kirill. I am eager to return to fight to stabilize Kirill.”

Getting up from his place at the head of the table, Vincent extended his hand to Galen. As they shook hands, Galen said, “Thank you for spending this time with us. Let us escort you to the lift.”

Armena, Sterling, and Vincent walked in silence with Galen through the hallways to the lift.

“The Alliance is interested in establishing formal relations with Kirill,” Vincent said to Galen as they waited for the lift. “I want to help your people.”

“There is much to do on our world,” Galen replied. “We have many years of work ahead to rebuild a decent society, and to heal the wounds caused by Pragsmon. Merely learning to trust each other again will take time. We must organize a civilian government soon to prevent anarchy or military rule. We will send an envoy to the Alliance as soon as we have stabilized an interim authority.”

He spoke to Armena, “Thank you for your help. The Alliance and Kirill owe you much.”

“Galen, it is I who should thank you,” Armena said. “You saved my life, and that of the Alliance. I look forward to our next meeting.”

To Sterling he said, “Thank you, again. I still do not understand how you knew Pragsmon's secret.”

“Come to Earth, and we will talk about it some more,” Sterling responded.

Galen entered the lift. The door closed silently to start Galen on his journey back to Kirill.

Vincent, Armena, and Sterling walked back to Vincent's office. When they arrived, they were surprised to find Chockdal Du standing in the anteroom.

Turning to face them, Chockdal Du bowed slightly toward Vincent. “Councilor-General,” he said, “may I see you now?”

“Alone?” Vincent asked.

Looking at Armena and Sterling, he replied, “No. They can hear what I have to say to you.”

“Councilor-General, what is to become of Councilor Krindon?”

Vincent replied, “As you know, the committee removed him from the Council for his actions. He must now face criminal proceedings.”

“That is what I expected. He acted wrongly, but I am still saddened for him. He must have worked hard to hide the conflict which boiled inside of him.”

“I know he was your friend,” said Vincent. “Have you seen him since the committee hearing?”

“He is still my friend. Yes, I visited him today. He has become depressed and withdrawn. All that he worked for is gone because he was unable to act honorably.”

Chockdal Du paused, considering Krindon’s plight.

“But he was right about power, Councilor-General Mondras. You would do well to heed his observation. Power can seduce even the most steadfast of men.”

Chockdal turned to Armena. “Councilor Sandal,” he said, “ much has happened over the past several weeks, much that I never thought possible. I apologize for my words at the Council meeting on 230, but, as between our peoples, the wall of distrust between us has not been completely torn down. Perhaps in time we can learn to trust one another.”

“Councilor,” Armena began, “I agree with you, but I have learned that you are not a liar. I ask you to forgive me for that accusation. Mending old wounds and repairing the damage done by Pragsmon will take time, and it will be difficult. I am willing to try, though.”

Chockdal Du replied, “Apology accepted. We shall see what comes of this new beginning.”

Returning his attention to Vincent, he said, “Thank you for your time, Councilor-General. I shall see you at the next council meeting.”

He left Vincent's office. Armena sighed her relief once the sounds of his footsteps had trailed off.

“There may still be problems between Borela and Creon,” she said. “I think he blames me for Krindon's actions. It is as though I caused it all. Working with him will be difficult until we can both put this behind us.”

Vincent said emphatically, “Armena, you will have to find some common ground with Councilor Chockdal. This affair with Krindon has shaken the Alliance. There is talk of dissolution. The Kirillean Empire will probably disintegrate into its five systems, in spite of Galen's efforts. Creon and Borela are two large, stable systems. I need them to be at peace with each other.”

Vincent's words smarted like a sandstorm. He was no longer the understudy.

“You are right, Councilor-General,” she said slowly. “I will do what I can, but you need to remind Councilor Chockdal of his part in this.”

“I have,” Vincent responded, “I have.” Placing his head in his hands and running his fingers through his hair, he said, “I am sorry, Armena. I did not intend to attack you. I just need your help.”

Relaxing her stance, Armena said, “I know, Vincent. I will do what I can.”

“Thank you, Armena,” he said. “Now, what are your immediate plans?”

“I am returning to Creon tomorrow to meet with the President. He wants my personal account of all of this. I wonder how many more times I shall have to relive the past three weeks.”

Turning to Sterling, Vincent said, “And Commander Newman, what about you?”

“I have to return to Earth. Now that I have traveled in time, I have become an item of intense interest to the astralphysics people and to the Earth historians. I suppose that I shall be probed and prodded for a whole week, but I hear the food is good. Actually, I am concerned that the AIS does not believe me. Their agents may interrogate me until they decide whether or not I am telling the truth. After my official duties are done, I plan to see my family. I have not been with them for a long time--too long.

“And you?” Sterling asked Vincent.

“Me? I have to stay here and run this Alliance while all the councilors are gone. I have adjourned the council for a few weeks so that the Councilors can digest all that has happened and brief their governments.”

Sterling said, “It seems as though we will all be busy for awhile. With that in mind, I guess I should be going.”

“Me, too,” Armena added.

“Yes, I suppose so,” Vincent said. He escorted Sterling and Armena to the lift.

The door opened as they neared the lift. Sterling and Armena entered.

“Good bye, Vincent,” Armena said. “I shall see you when the council reconvenes.”

“Good bye, Councilor-General,” Sterling said.

“So long,” Vincent said to Sterling and Armena as the door closed.

Vincent walked slowly back to his office. The sound of his footsteps resonated in the empty hallway.

As the lift descended, Armena said, “Sterling, I want to know about the people you met when you were on the old Earth.”

“Everyone, or particular people?”

“Two, in particular.”

“Who?”

“Yeshua, of course, and a woman you have mentioned: Marta.”

Sterling did not answer right away. Finally he said, “To tell you about Yeshua will take hours, so we can talk about him over dinner, if you will join me. I, too, want to know about your Seishu, and to read your book. Maybe you can help me find one.”

“I'll try, and I accept the invitation. Now, what about Marta?”

“Marta? She was very kind to me and showed me another way of living, of thinking, of viewing reality. I may never have come to know Yeshua without her. She pointed me to him.”

“Is there more?”

“You are inquisitive, aren't you?”

The lift stopped, and the door opened. They started across the lobby of the Council building.

“Yes, I am. It's a trait we Councilors cultivate.”

“When Yeshua came to me at my ship, he offered me the choice of staying or returning. I think he knew that Marta and I were becoming close. For me to stay, Marta and I would have had to leave Betani to get away from the Romans.”

He paused.

“I searched my heart. Although I wanted to stay, I knew that I needed to be here, and she there. I chose to come back, but it was hard to make the choice.”

“You experienced what Vincent and I call a 'pivotal moment.' Like ours, yours was not easy,” Armena noted.

“That is true, but because of Yeshua, I believe--I really know--that Marta is alive, right now, not just in another time. And I know that I will see her again.”

“That's how I feel about my father,” Armena said after a moment. “I could not cope with his death otherwise.”

They stopped at the entrance doors.

“We do have a lot in common,” Sterling said, smiling at Armena. “I know a little cafe here in Avignon. You can sample cuisine that you may have never enjoyed and we can talk.”

“New cuisine? I am always for that.”

They entered the bright sunshine of the afternoon and made their way along the flower-lined garden path toward the transit station. A light breeze lifted the scent of the blossoms heavenward.
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Alliance Date 34.251

Kirill

 

Breathless, Lieutenant Anson Wilchow ran out of the great hall and found cover behind a thick hedge. His head still reeled from the battle raging inside. His right shoulder stung from the maser shot he had taken.

“How could we have been caught so off guard?” he asked himself. Only then did he begin to realize the full extent to which the resistance had infiltrated the Emperor’s own cadre.

“Central Command,” he spoke into his comm link, “this is Lieutenant Wilchow, of the Emperor’s Guard. I need to speak to Admiral Pegasi now.”

“Lieutenant Wilchow,” the communications specialist began, “that is a request that is not usually granted someone of your rank without prior authorization. What is the nature of your communication?”

Anson could hear the sounds of maser fire as other members of the guard fled the building, followed by resistance fighters securing the great hall.

“There has been a surprise attack on the Emperor in the great hall. Something terrible has happened: Emperor Pragsmon is dead.”

“Lieutenant Wilchow, repeat that.”

“The Emperor is dead! I know that sounds impossible, but he is. I need to speak to Admiral Pegasi…now.”
“Affirmative Lieutenant. I will make the connection as quickly as possible.”

Anson watched the battle spill out into the courtyard. He fought the instinct to join his comrades knowing that he first needed to give this news to the Admiral immediately.

“Lieutenant Wilchow,” a stern voice spoke over the comm link, “this is Admiral Pegasi. Repeat your communication.”

“Yes, sir. There has been a surprise attack on the Emperor in the great hall by the resistance. The Emperor is dead.”

“You are certain of this?”

“Affirmative. I saw it myself. Now involved in a battle with the resistance. No reinforcements: security system has been compromised.”

“Correct. We know nothing of this attack.”

Silence on the comm as Admiral Pegasi considered his next move. Anson caught his breath and rubbed his searing shoulder.

“Lieutenant, go to your squadron’s safe area to await further orders. Pass this order on to any of the guard who have survived.”

“Have to help my brothers first, Sir.”

Anson rushed from his hiding place to pursue resistance fighters chasing three of his fellow soldiers, maser firing as he ran.

Admiral Pegasi said aloud, “These short-sighted resistance fighters. They do not have the vision for Kirill. They do not understand that what they call freedom is a small price to pay for greatness and for mastery of the galaxy for Kirill. They may have derailed the Emperor’s plans, but they have not defeated us.”

Without a pause, he ordered the communications specialist, “Send code 1-AMP to all senior officers on all continents immediately.”

“I need your authorization number first, Sir.”

“Authorization number 735-11.”

“Authorization number confirmed. Code entered and transmitted, Sir.”

“Now, enter code Z-13-17 into your console and go to your safe area.”

The communications officer entered the code as ordered. Her screen suddenly went blank as her communication set shut down. She gathered her belongings and left her station.

“Now to see who will stay with us and who will turn against us.”
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