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Chapter 1: 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 Mu 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, then go to your safe area.”

The communications officer entered the code as ordered. Her screen suddenly went blank as her communications 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.”


Chapter 2: Alliance Date 34.252

Kirill

 

Deep within his secret underground bunker on the Northeastern Continent, Admiral Pegasi leaned forward in his chair as he read the military surveillance reports that streamed onto his monitors.

“Good,” he said to himself in a low voice. “The secondary communications system is working as planned. Without the primary communications network, the resistance will have difficulty communicating across continents and will be unable to detect our communications. The Emperor was wise to enact my recommendations for a Doomsday such as this.”

Mu studied the information, taking inventory of his assets.

“Not even half of the senior officer corps is staying with us, but this will be enough. Most of them are on the Northeastern Continent, but enough are scattered over the other eight that they will be useful to us,” he thought.

“All is ready?” he queried a sergeant seated at a console across the room.

“Yes, Sir,” came the quick reply.

“Activate the link.”

“Activating.”

Forty holodisplays appeared, each a senior officer Mu now knew he could trust.

“You know by now that our Emperor Pragsmon has been killed through the treachery of the resistance fighters. Most of the senior officers and the enlisted have turned themselves over to the resistance forces and have pledged to support a new Kirill. These traitors have turned over the activation codes for most of the fleets. However, since you have remained faithful to our Emperor’s glorious plan, we have prevented the fleet on the Northeastern Continent from falling into enemy hands. I trust that you are all safely hidden. The resistance is guarding the ships we control but cannot use them because we possess the activation codes. We are operating on the secondary communications network as I disabled the primary network. This will greatly hinder the resistance’s efforts to communicate across the planet and to find us. We will await the opportune moment to activate our ships and wrest control of Kirill from these usurpers, so that we can continue the Emperor’s plan to conquer the Alliance. For now, remain calm, stay hidden in your safe zones, keep the codes secure, and keep the forces loyal to us ready and trained for combat. Send spies to gather information about the military bases: security, assets, number of troops, anything that might be useful to us. Your safe zones have enough supplies for your troops for 120 days. I will contact you again soon.”

The sergeant closed the link, and Mu leaned back in his chair.

“Now begins the game.”

 

 

Galen and Granchek entered the communications center of the primary complex and found nine specialists working feverishly to restore communications across Kirill.

“What is our status?” Galen asked Tradon, head of the rebel’s communications system.

Turning in his seat, Tradon replied, “The primary communications network has been disabled. We are trying to patch together a system using older technology, but we are finding this slow going.”

“Is the military in the same situation?”

“I don’t know, but I doubt it. They would only disable the primary communications net if they had another one to use. They do not want to be blind, mute, and deaf anymore than we do. It is probably a shadow system, able to communicate independently of the primary system but also capable of monitoring the primary system if we should repair it.”

“How long before you expect to have planet-wide communications re-established?”

“Two, maybe three days, Galen,” Tradon said as he returned his gaze to the screens before him.

Shaking his head and looking to Granchek, Galen observed, “Two or three days that the remaining military will have to reorganize, while we cannot communicate across the planet. We may have to use some of the ships now under our control to carry messages between the continents. It is imperative that we work to establish a united Kirill as quickly as possible. Granchek, I am placing you in charge of these operations. Tell Durstan I want her to help you. She has a quick mind, geared toward managing large operations. I have trusted her for many years to keep the resistance organized. I must go to Aries to meet with the Alliance’s new Councilor-General. Maybe they can be of some help to us.”

“Can you travel? You still look pretty beat up.”

“I feel it, too, Granchek, but I believe I must initiate contact with the Alliance now. I am confident that you and Durstan can handle the situation here. I will return as soon as I can.”


Chapter 3: Alliance Date 34.254

Kirill

 

Malgan scanned the level before opening the doors to the lift. There was no one in the hallway, no one on the entire level.

She exited the lift, turning left into the empty hallway many stories below the main level of Pragsmon’s complex. She walked silently to the third door on the right. A few strokes on the keypad opened the door and turned on sufficient lighting for the task ahead. She entered the room and closed the door.

A few finger strokes on the counter activated a communications system.

Malgan spoke into the air of the room, “Activation code 34 end 43; authorization Malgan 7893 go.”

“Activation code received; authorization code validated. Officer Malgan recognized. Proceed with your communication.”

“Punctual, as always, Malgan. Are you well?”

“Yes, Admiral, I am. Thank you.”

“What do you have for me?”

“The resistance has pieced together a communications system using older technology. We can communicate across the entire planet. It will take a few days before we can contact the other five systems in the Empire, though.”

“As expected. Can we shadow your system?”

“Yes, Admiral. I have attached the shadow. You will be able to monitor our communications undetected.”

“You have done well. Are you unsuspected?”

“Yes. I am careful and meticulous.”

“Good. For now, continue to do your best to help them. I need you to continue your work, now more than ever.”

“Galen, our leader, has traveled to Aries, the Alliance headquarters planet, to meet with officials there. He will be away for six or seven days. Do you want to use this time to create a disturbance?”

“No. The time is not yet right. Let them worry and wonder.”

“Very well. Admiral, what are your plans?”

“They are my plans, Malgan, and I am not ready to reveal them yet. In due time, in due time.”

Admiral Pegasi’s words stung her, but she quickly recovered and remembered that the covert and those in highest authority ought not trust many fully: the fewer the better.

“Yes, Admiral. I will continue to follow current orders until I receive new directives. Malgan out.”


Chapter 4: Alliance Date 34.258

Aboard the transport, MW252

 

“We have cleared the local space of Aries, Captain Arrius,” Flight Engineer Briscas said matter-of-factly.

“Very well,” spoke Captain Arrius. “Set course for Rigel 4, then take us into hyperdrive.”

“Course input for Rigel 4, engaging hyperdrive now,” responded Briscas.

In the main lounge, Armena felt the ship lurch ever so slightly as the hyperdrive propelled the ship far past the speed of light. She had barely settled into her comfortable booth and opened her reading when she heard a familiar voice. “I did not know you were going to be on this transport.”

She looked up to see Captain Sterling Newman smiling, obviously delighted to see her.

“Sterling,” she said, returning the smile. “No, actually, I did not know either until about an hour before departure. The Creon ship which President Zindar sent for me had to be diverted during the night, so I had to catch the first available transport for home.”

“May I join you?” Sterling asked as he sat down across from her.

“Certainly,” Armena responded. “This transport will take me all the way to Creon. Where do you transfer? I know that you do not want to take the scenic route to Earth via Creon.”

Sterling flashed her a wry smile, “It’s not that I would not enjoy a trip to Creon, especially in your company, but I have several appointments on Earth that I cannot miss, so I will change at Rigel 4. From there, I have a direct flight to Earth.”

“Wait a minute. You are not flying your fancy secret ship back to Earth?” Armena inquired, surprised.

“Shhh,” Sterling smiled, placing the tip of his right index finger to his lips. “Remember: it is still a secret,” he whispered. “I think that the AIS does not trust me with their expensive equipment anymore,” he said, looking back over his shoulder and around the room.

Armena chuckled at the thought.

“No, actually, the AIS is transporting it to the development facility on Thendor. They want to examine it without any further use to see if they can detect any changes related to my little experience with time travel. I think that they still do not believe my report: they want to find out where I really went. I learned the change in plans only this morning.”

“Sterling, so much has happened these past several weeks that it is difficult even for me to believe, and I lived through it. I am still reeling from it all. I am praying that I will be able to digest all of this to some degree before I reach Creon. President Zindar wants me to tell him the entire saga in person. I believe that I will be able to do that, but to tell him what it all means, where the Alliance will head: I am not certain if I can do that.”

An orderbot hovered by the booth, its electronic eye darting between them, awaiting a response. “Drinks, please?”

“Oh, ah, I will have a hot Earth coffee, one sugar, one milk,” answered Armena. To Sterling, she added, “I promised Vincent that I would try one on the trip home. He absolutely loves coffee.”

“And you, sir?” the orderbot chirped.

“I’ll have an iced Earth soda,” responded Sterling.

“Coming up soon,” cheerily spoke the orderbot as it flew away.

“Back to your comment. I believe that with your knowledge of galactic history and cultures, you will be able to give him perspective.”

“Perspective, maybe,” Armena said, “but I think that he wants prophecy. How can I know what will happen?”

“Do you really think he expects that of you? If I know politicians, and he is a politician, he wants to use his Councilor, who is also a politician, as a sounding board for his thoughts, and for his fears.”

Just then, a hot coffee and an iced cola soda slid onto the table from the tube.

Tasting their drinks, they sat silent for a moment.

“This is really good,” Armena said delightedly. “No wonder he likes it so much.”

“I know,” Sterling agreed. “He commissioned me to bring him a supply when I return to Aries for the Council meeting.”

“You will be there?” asked Armena.

“Yes. Councilor-General Mondras wants me there to answer the Councilors’ questions about Kirill and Alliance security,” Sterling said.

“I am glad. I will have one more friend there. I have a feeling that I will need all the friends I can muster.”

Sterling and Armena enjoyed their drinks quietly, pensively, savoring the peace that comes with a creature comfort in the presence of a friend.

“Armena, why do you feel that you will have a difficult time at the Council meeting?” asked Sterling.

Sipping her coffee, savoring its warmth and richness, she first looked down into her cup, then up into Sterling’s eyes.

“I believe that many of the Councilors blame me and the people of Creon for the recent turmoil in the Alliance. The idea of an outside force, of Pragsmon, controlling events, even the Councilor-General, is more than many of them can accept, especially those loyal to Borela. I fear that I may be the sacrificial wamba for them.”

“Wamba?” Sterling asked with a perplexed look.

“Oh, a wamba is a small animal, similar to an Earth lamb. My people on Creon used them long ago to offer sacrifices to Mungu.”

“Mungu?” queried Sterling.

“‘God’ on Creon,” Armena replied.

“Oh, okay. Yes,” said Sterling, “I have seen this practice, and on old Earth they did use lambs and goats. I understand your meaning.”

“But Sterling, I believe that serving as the Creon Councilor to the Alliance Council is what Seishu wants me to do. Because of that, I believe that He will help me through all of this and that He will guide me as we all navigate the dangerous days ahead.”

Silence enveloped them as they returned to their drinks.

“What is your plan once you return to Creon?” asked Sterling.

“I have a long meeting with President Zindar the day after I return. After that, I plan to see my cousins, aunts, and uncles. That will be the first time we have been together since my father was killed on the Altaar.”

“That will be difficult for you. I remember how I felt ten years ago with Mom and Maureen, my sister, after my father died unexpectedly. That was an awkward time; I did not have any answers to some important questions. I shall pray for you.”

“Thank you, Sterling, “ Armena smiled. “That is kind of you. And what will you do once you arrive on Earth?”

“As I have mentioned before, I have an appointment with AIS Debriefing Service. They want to know all about my experience with time travel. And I have been told that some Earth historians want to question me about first-century Earth history. I am not sure if that is for their education or for my correction,” Sterling remarked smiling. “Then I plan to visit my family, my mother and my sister and her family.”

“Yes, we historians do guard our strongholds and resist intrusion into what we believe is correct.”

“And do not let an eyewitness change your mind?”

“We do not talk with eyewitnesses of ancient history often, so you can see why they might be a bit skeptical.”

“Healthy questioning is one matter, but I fear that they will think that I am lying, making up all of it.”

Laughing quietly, Armena noted, “Sterling, here we both are worried about what might be, but has not yet come to be: me, with President Zindar; you, with the AIS and some historians. Are we not a pair? But you know, Seishu knows that we are prone to worry and self-doubt, and He warned us against it.”

“You are right, seems like we both fell into that trap. It is easy to do: to worry and to fear what has not yet happened.”

Armena looked toward Sterling. A thought, which she chose to keep to herself, welled up within her mind.

“Sterling, let’s order some dinner. I am hungry. Where is an orderbot when you want one?”

 

 

Office of Councilor-General Mondras on Aries

 

“Councilor Chockdal,” spoke Vincent Mondras, trying to appear confident, yet relaxed, “I trust that you are having an uneventful trip to Borela.”

“Councilor-General,” Councilor Chockdal spoke gruffly through the comm, “how kind of you to contact me. To answer your question, I am having a pleasant trip back to my home planet. Borelan cuisine is much better than the fare served on Aries. Your chefs just do not know how to prepare Borelan well.”

“Perhaps you could send some Borelan chefs to Aries to help our kitchen staff. I want to make the Councilors as comfortable as possible,” Vincent blurted, trying to decide how to steer this conversation.

Chuckling, Du said, “I will see about that. Then, more sternly, “Now, what do you really want to discuss with me?”

“Councilor,” began Vincent, “as you recall from our recent discussions, there is much unrest in the Alliance. It would benefit us greatly if your government would work with the Creon government to reassure the other systems that the Alliance can recover from this treachery. Though Creon and Borela do have their differences and have had disagreements in the past, they are two systems that have worked to hold together this Alliance.”

“Councilor-General,” interrupted Du, “I understand your position. You have been thrust into this important office without having had to campaign for it. You now have in your hands a glowing hot ember, and you do not know what to do with it. If you drop it and let it grow cold, the Alliance withers; if you hold it too long, you yourself will burn, perhaps ignite. No, you must find a way to use your ember to thaw the chill that has befallen the Alliance. As for myself, I am weary and wondering what Borela, what I, must do. I am not sure that I want to help you all that much. Borela now has its own problems: General Draktal and those with him acted dishonorably. To rid us of this shame and to restore honor to Borela, the Mangkon, our wise and just leader, has already started a purge.”

In a flash, Vincent realized the pivotal moment.

Without blinking, Vincent asked, “How would you handle my ember, Councilor Chockdal? How would you use it to warm the Alliance?”

Leaning forward in his seat, Du responded, “I would act confidently as Councilor-General. I would assure the member systems that the important functions of the Alliance will continue during the recess of the Council. I would communicate to system leaders a realistic confidence that the Alliance will continue. I would do those things even if I believed that the Alliance were truly on the brink of collapse, because if I did not, I would be an ineffective, pathetic last Councilor-General. At times, leadership requires convincing one’s followers that the path he has chosen is best, even if he himself is not fully convinced. Knowing what is right and believing that the right can be accomplished are two different matters. Do you believe it is right to save the Alliance, Councilor-General?”

Vincent thought a bit. He answered confidently, “Yes, Councilor Chockdal, I do believe it is right and best to work to save the Alliance.”

Du furrowed his large brows, looking intently into Vincent’s eyes.

“I believe that you do, Councilor-General. I believe that you do. I will see how long you hold to that conviction.”

“Thank you, Councilor Chockdal, you have given me wise advice,” began Vincent.

“And if I truly thought that Creon and Borela were the keystones to saving the Alliance,” Du interrupted gruffly, “I would do something to bridge the gap between them. And do it quickly!”

 

 

Alesandra

 

“Mom,” asked Treybok excitedly, thrusting his head into the open kitchen window, “may Stubok and I go exploring?”

“Yes, yes,” Glendor responded flicking water into her son’s face from the sink. “Go off and find adventure, but be home before dark. And take enough food and water for the day.”

“Thanks, Mom,” Treybok shouted as he dashed away from the window. “Come on, Stubok. Mom says we can go!”

Treybok scooped up the sack he had already packed with sandwiches, fruit, a few cakes, and water.

The brilliant blue sky of the Alesandran autumn called the brothers to run up the hills surrounding their home. Treybok and Stubok loved to run along the hillsides, enjoying the sounds of leaves crushing beneath their shoes as they climbed through the woods. Autumn was their favorite time of year: the temperature was perfect for long adventures up the hills. The boys could rich hues of the leaves painted the valleys that they could see better and better as they climbed higher and higher. They especially enjoyed coming from under the canopy of the forest as they rounded a shoulder on a hill, seeing a vista of oranges, yellows, and reds.

“Treybok,” Stubok said enthusiastically, “let’s go beyond the North Ridge today if we can.”

“Little brother, you want to go farther and farther each time we are set free in the woods. What is over there that you want to see?”

“I don’t know, but I want to see it. I do not know anyone who has ever been there, but it looks intriguing on the maps: lots of deep, dark clefts and lots of mountain shoulders that I think will have great views. There are also lots of places on the maps with no details. Let’s go there! Please?”

“Okay, okay, Stubok,” Treybok said as they pressed up the hill. “We will go beyond the North Ridge today if we can make it before eleven. But we will need to watch our time to be sure we have enough daylight to reach home by dark.”

The boys kept a steady pace, hardly noticing the distant mountains that opened to them when they came to a clearing. The nearer they came to the North Ridge, the more their excitement swelled within them, pushing them onward, until the desire to reach their goal propelled them faster than they had ever gone before.

Before the sun was overhead in the blue autumn sky, they reached the North Ridge. Panting, they stopped to gaze upon the wide unknown before them.

“Treybok,” Stubok asked, once he had caught his breath, “why has no one ever been past this point?”

“I don’t know. I have heard many older people speak of the area in whispers almost as though they were afraid of it.”

“When I have asked about it,” Stubok added, “adults always change the subject.”

“My friends think maybe there is a dragon or a giant alaract lurking there.”

“A dragon, maybe,” retorted Stubok, “But I thought your friends were old enough to know that there really aren’t any alaracts. They are just stories.”

“Whatever is there, shall we find out for ourselves?”

“Right, Treybok, but no one will ever believe that we have been here,” complained Stubok.

“For now, little brother, we need to keep our journey here a secret, between you and me. No sense seeming like boasters and braggarts. And we have taken four hours to come this far. That gives us only two hours we can spend here. If we are not back before dark, we will be in a lot of trouble. Let’s enjoy whatever we see. We can use our positioners to keep track of our trek so we can return and see it again, if we find something interesting.”

Treybok loved to explore and even live on the edge of safety, but just on the edge. He had enough of his father’s good sense not to trust his sense of direction in an unfamiliar place. 

The boys descended from the meadow, the thrill of seeing places that no one from their community had ever seen before coursing through their veins. Although the trees were just the same on the far side of the North Ridge, they seemed new and different to them. Perhaps because they were looking with wide-open eyes at the unexplored, the familiar sights of the woods on the hills became more vibrant, more distinct, more real. The leaves seemed larger, their veins more finely delineated; the bark seemed to stand out more, the colors more rich than they had noted in years. Even the numerous autumn flowers seemed deeper shades of purple and lilac, crimson and yellow.

They trekked for what seemed only a brief time when Treybok noted that their two hours was about spent. Ahead, they saw a long space in which the trees did not grow.

Stubok broke into a run, eager to reach the clearing, wanting to see what lay beyond.

“Stubok, stop when you make that clear area. We have to start back soon,” called Treybok.

Stubok came to the clearing ahead of Treybok and kept running toward its far end. The clearing was covered with leaves, the ground was soft, spongy. Treybok ran after Stubok, calling for him to stop. This ground was different than any other he had ever encountered. It gave under his feet, but the sound was not right; there was something unusual about it.

Stubok had stopped his ascent at the end of the clearing, taking in the view ahead in the afternoon light. Treybok slowed, walking carefully.

“This ground is not right, Stubok.”

Turning, Stubok replied, “What do you mean, ‘not right’?”

“I can’t put it into words, Stubok, but it just isn’t right.”

Treybok found a long, sturdy stick at the edge of the clearing. He started to tap it on the ground. He then began to push the stick through the leaves into the soil. He had twisted the stick about half a meter through the soil when it suddenly stopped, impacting something hard and unmovable. He pushed more: the stick would not budge. He lifted it and slammed it down. Through the spongy soil, he heard the distinct sound of metal being struck. He repeated the action and heard the same sound, felt the abrupt stop of the stick through his hands.

“That sounds like metal, Treybok. Wonder what it is. Do you think it might be a dragon? I hear they have hard scales as strong as landinium.”

“I hope it is not a dragon, Stubok. If it is, we will not make it home for supper.”

“So, what is it?”

“I don’t know, but I intend to find out. Find another stick and help me dig.”

The brothers began to tear through the leaves into the spongy soil. When it was loose enough, they dug with their hands, flinging dirt beside and behind them. They dug down half a meter when their fingertips encountered metal.

Looking at each other, they exclaimed excitedly, “Treasure!”

They expanded their hole as quickly as they could until it was a meter wide. They stepped back and looked down the hole, to see clearly a large piece of metal with a portion of a window exposed at the bottom of their hole.

“Stubok,” Treybok said pensively, “I don’t know what this is, but it is not a dragon.”

 


Chapter 5: Alliance Date 34.259

Alesandra

 

Glendor, Treybok, and Stubok had spent the morning tending their fall garden. They had stored away much produce from their summer garden, and the farm had also produced bounty, which Janbok had sold through the markets at a handsome price. The autumn vegetables and fruit were developing nicely, but needed some weeding. The rich aroma from the garden filled their senses, reminding them why they loved their farm so much. Life on Alesandra was peaceful for them and comfortable. Janbok had spent years cultivating the land, first with his parents, now with his own family. 

Treybok sat beside his mother as she worked some compost into the soil, watching her intently, waiting for the right moment to make his request.

“Mom,” Treybok began, “we will have this garden prepared for the fall planting soon. Stubok and I would like to spend next weekend camping up in the hills. You know now it is just cool enough, not too cold, with little danger of snow or freezing. This would be a great time for us to go. May we, please?”

Glendor looked at her son, his blonde hair tossing in the breeze, the midday sunlight making it glow. She saw in his eyes a gentleness that she loved, mixed with wanderlust for exploring his beloved woods and hills.

“Dad will have returned from Eastfold a few days before then, and he has said that we are ready to camp alone. Besides, if we go camping, you and Dad will have the weekend and the house all to yourselves,” Treybok said with a playful smile.

Running her hand through his hair, she responded, “If your father is happy with the arrangement, I will be agreeable to your camping trip, so I will ask him once he returns. Now finish your work here, and then you and Stubok may begin preparations for your weekend. I think your father will be agreeable.”

 

 

Aboard the transport, MW252

 

Armena cupped her hands around her mug of coffee, enjoying its warmth.

“You know, Sterling,” she started, looking up at him across the table, “you have to ask for these old mugs that radiate heat in order to appreciate the warmth coming from the coffee. Vincent said that is part of the coffee experience. Here, put your hands on my mug.”

Armena slid the mug across the table, and Sterling placed his hands around it, touching her fingertips as he did.

“That is almost too hot,” he spoke suddenly, surprised by the sensation. “I guess that I’m too accustomed to insulated cups.”

“Probably,” Armena chuckled, drawing the mug toward her. “I think that many people live lives too insulated from many things.”

She savored her coffee as she slowly raised the window cover beside her.

Dimming the lights in their booth, she looked out the window.

“Most people leave the cover down, I think because they do not like to see the stars passing by.”

“Why?” Sterling asked.

“I think it is because of the observed behavior of light while a person is traveling in hyperdrive. You can see the light from the stars as the ship speeds toward them, but once the ship passes a star, its light is traveling slower than the ship, so you cannot see it anymore. It just goes away. See for yourself.”

Sterling gazed out the window. The light from the stars they passed, both those close and those far away, suddenly stopped as the middle of the window passed it.

“In a small ship, you do not really notice this effect because you are always looking forward. The ship’s sensors see beside and behind you,” Sterling mused.

“I think that the sudden disappearance of a star bothers people, so they avoid looking out the window.”

“It does not bother you?”

“No, Sterling, it doesn’t, because I know it is a beautiful, natural phenomenon of the universe that Seishu created, so I can enjoy it, unnerving as it can be. Light just stopping, not being present anymore when you think it should still be there: how startling!”

Sterling gazed out the window, enjoying something that he had never truly appreciated before.

“Armena,” Sterling began turning away from the window, “tell me more about Seishu.”

“What do you want to know?”

“Tell me about Him. When did He live on Creon, what did He do, why do you follow Him?”

Gazing out the window, watching star after star vanish, she thought for a moment, turned toward Sterling, and began, “Seishu lived on Creon about twenty-four hundred years ago. He came at a time in Creon’s history when many cultures were vying for preeminence. Seishu came from a minority culture that had once been fervent for Mungu, calling people to repentance. He did not favor one faction over another, but called on all people to worship and love Mungu.”

“What happened to Him? How was his message received?”

“He was popular initially, but people in the differing factions came to hate Him, although He had never done anything wrong, had never told a lie, had never harmed anyone. He just spoke truth, but He also claimed to be Mungu, and said that those who followed Him, who trusted Him, would have a peace that they had never known before, and would live with Mungu forever after their Creon lives were over.”

Armena continued, “Eventually, the factions were at war with each other. They all somehow blamed Seishu for their problems, so they executed Him, thinking that His death would solve all of their problems.

“But then something amazing happened: He came back to life—not just some spiritual rebirth but actual, physical life. He did not show Himself to everyone, but only to those who had followed Him during his mission. He stayed with them for several weeks, instructing them to tell everyone about Him and the life He offered them. Seishu then returned to Mungu.”

Sterling pondered her words. “Armena, I witnessed something similar to your story of Seishu, on old Earth. Yeshua experienced an unjust death, that He said was necessary to pay for the sinful actions of people, to enable people to have a relationship with God. I saw Him die, nailed to a scaffold; but then I saw Him living again. He talked with me just as you and I are talking.”

“Sterling, Seishu and Yeshua are one and the same. I have studied galactic history well enough that I am convinced that Mungu sent the part of Himself that He calls “His Son” to every planet in the galaxy at the same time, and that He died on each of those planets at exactly the same time, once, to accomplish the work that Mungu had sent Him to do.

“Sterling, are you following Yeshua?”

“I am not sure that I know what ‘following’ means, really. Do I believe that He is one with God and that He died some sort of death that somehow impacts me? Yes, I do, but what that fully means, I do not know.”

“That is all right, Sterling. Once you return to Earth, you will need to find people who also know Yeshua and who can give you a copy of a book that tells about Him, but be careful: there may be people who will point you to a false Yeshua.”

“How will I know?”

“When you are quiet before Him, you will know. You possess an advantage like no one else I have ever met: you have walked with Him, seen Him, touched Him, and talked with Him. You above all others should know His truth from falsehood.”

Sterling sat pensively. He placed his hands over hers on her mug.

“Armena, I wish that we had longer to talk. I would like to read your book that tells you about Seishu, but we do not have time. We will soon be at Rigel 4, and I have to catch my transport to Earth soon afterward. I will do as you suggest, and I want us to talk again when we return to Aries for the Council meeting.”

“Sterling, I shall pray for you, and I will make a point to spend time talking with you when I see you again on Aries. I know our time is short, but I want to read you some things from my book.”

Armena slipped a thin, plain book from her satchel. She began to read parts of it to Sterling. As she read, Sterling felt he was hearing the words of Yeshua Himself. Perhaps Armena was right about Yeshua having been everywhere and having died everywhere simultaneously.

 

 

Kirill

 

“Your report, Malgan?” asked Mu.

Seated in the dark communications room, Malgan began, “All is going well, Admiral. We have scoured the complex and found no military forces. This room remains secret, and I am able to access it undetected.”

“Are you certain that you have not been followed there?”

“Yes, Admiral. It has become more difficult as the rebels have begun to use more of the complex, but I can manage it.”

“What of their plans?”
“As you know, Galen is still away but returns in two days. The great hall is being prepared for the meeting to take place six days from now. We have established a functional communications network, but they suspect that you may be able to monitor it, so they are devising filters for their communications.”

“I do not care so much about their civil communications,” Mu said, dismissing the thought with a wave of his hand. Leaning forward, he continued, “I want to know their military plans: how much of the fleet do they command, what do they plan to do with it, how close are they to accessing the codes for the ships we still control.”

“I will keep you informed about those matters. The filters will not be obstructive to us. At present, we are focused on this upcoming meeting of the continental delegates. We have stabilized the military but have not formulated a definite plan for using it.”
“Good,” Mu said smiling. “Now is the time for some mischief: mischief designed to unnerve them.”

“Mischief?” Malgan asked.

“You shall see. You will know it when it happens. It will keep them guessing.”


Chapter 6: Alliance Date 34.261

Kirill

 

Galen thanked the crew of the transport that had carried him from Aries to Kirill and exited down the gangway. Stepping into the bright sunlight of Kirill, Galen made a mental note to thank Vincent Mondras for his ride home.

“Still seems the same,” he thought, “which is good considering our situation.”

He quickened his pace when he spied Granchek approaching in an EMC.

Granchek pulled beside him, the craft floating effortlessly. His primary assistant spoke easily over the quiet hum of the electromagnetic drive.

“Hop in. I’ll take you to headquarters.”

Galen took a seat beside Granchek, greeting his friend and strapping himself in. Granchek accelerated toward the spaceport, the wind blowing briskly through their hair as they sped away.

“Nothing quite like a clear Kirillean morning, Granchek. Nothing like it.”

“It is a beautiful day, but I believe you have other matters on your mind.”
“Right, as usual, Granchek. Update me.”

“We have put together a communications network sufficient to reach all nine continents. It is not ideal, but it works. The continental delegates will be here in four days, if all goes as planned. You do not have much time to prepare.”

“And the other systems in the Empire?”

“We can communicate with them in a rudimentary fashion. They may send delegates, they may not. Naturally, they each have a great interest in Kirill’s decision about government. I believe that most of them want to be independent of Kirill.”

Galen looked at Granchek. “That decision will have to wait. How are the systems faring?”

“As best we can tell, they are surviving without too much strife. The governments have been able to maintain order. I think they will be okay until we decide our own future.”

“Good. Now what of Pragsmon’s military?”

“So far, there have been no major incidents or shows of force. Two days ago a few incidents occurred in which some of the ships on the Northeastern Continent powered up on their own.”

“Really?”

 “Yes. They would stay powered for a few minutes and return to standby mode. We suppose that the military is testing them to see if they can control them.”

“Any success obtaining or changing the codes?”

“No. We have been unable to access any codes during these power-up periods, and we cannot locate any codes in the military databanks we have been able to access.”

“That is disappointing. I had hoped that we would be able to take over control of some of the ships, at least.”

Granchek stopped the EMC at the spaceport entrance.

“Before we go inside, Galen, I need to share another concern we have.”

“What is that?”

“We—Durstan, Tradon, and I—believe that the military may be monitoring our communications.”

“Why?”

“As we discussed before you left for Aries, it would not make sense for the military to disable the primary communications net unless they had a secondary network ready for use. Well, it would make sense for them to monitor our communications, if they could. If they have the ability to disrupt communications over the entire planet, and the Empire, for that matter, they might also have the ability to monitor whatever network we put together.”

“Any communications incidents, similar to the ship power-ups?”

“No, nothing that we can attribute to anything other than weather and old equipment. Still, I would be careful what is included in your communications.”

Galen thought a moment. “Sound advice, Granchek. We will need to filter our communications. Have Tradon and Durstan continue to work on this matter. We need to discuss our upcoming continental delegates meeting and work to finalize our plans. I want to be sure that all runs smoothly and that we have reviewed as many possible scenarios for the course of the meeting that we can formulate.”

Galen and Granchek hopped out of the EMC and headed into the main spaceport terminal. Granchek led Galen to a kiosk that blocked the passageway into the terminal. Personnel armed with masers flanked the kiosk, and Durstan waved to them from the other side.

“What is this?” Galen asked Granchek, turning this head toward his friend.

“A new security measure we implemented in your absence. Everyone entering or leaving the spaceport must pass a biometric scan,” Granchek replied as he turned to face a screen on the kiosk. He touched his fingertips to the screen. A blue light passed down then across the screen.

“Identity verified,” a pleasant voice chimed.

Galen stepped up to the screen as Granchek stepped aside.

“We have accessed the populace database and have linked kiosks at sensitive locations to the database. The system is designed to identify people who were part of Pragsmon’s bureaucracy.”

“So that we can monitor them?” Galen asked stepping away from the kiosk.

As they walked past the kiosk and the armed guards, Granchek replied, “Yes. It will be sometime before we will know truly who from the old order has joined us in the new order. We have to be wary of spies and subversives.”

“Hello, Durstan,” Galen greeted, shaking her hand.

“Greetings, Galen,” she replied.

“We were discussing this new monitoring system that you have installed,” Galen started as the three proceeded through the terminal.

“Actually, not new,” Durstan replied, “just modified. As you well know, Pragsmon had various means to monitor people on Kirill. We have taken one of these means, biometric scanning, placed kiosks at sensitive locations, and altered the programming to suit our needs.”

“Well, I can see the necessity at the moment, but we need to consider limiting how long we maintain this level of surveillance. It seems that we, the once watched, have become the watchers.”

As they exited the terminal back into the bright blue Kirillean day, Granchek said, “Sometimes the price of freedom is limitation of that freedom.”

“Or at least some degree of watching by the state,” Durstan noted as the three hopped into another EMC that Durstan had parked outside the terminal.

“We are taking you to the great hall,” Granchek said to Galen as they sped away. “I want you to see our preparations. I think you will be pleased.”

As they left the environs of the spaceport onto the hover lanes, Galen thought, “How much of our new-found liberty will we have to concede in order to maintain it?”

In a few moments, Granchek interrupted his musings.

“We decided to use Pragsmon’s great hall for our delegates meeting. It is large enough, now has adequate seating, and already had a good audio system.”

“Were you able to clean it up?”

“Yes,” Durstan replied, “but with much effort. It took all of my persuasive powers to convince the workers that they would not die if they touched Pragsmon or the stonework. Eventually, they put on their bright yellow personal protective gear and set to work.”

“And what of Pragsmon’s body?”

“After he died, he became his normal-sized self, so the workers were able to bag him and remove him from the hall.”

“What then?”

“We cremated him,” Granchek interjected. “His ashes were sealed in corrulomite and placed in a secure vault in the complex.”

Durstan continued, “After Pragsmon’s body was removed, the work to repair the complex began. All of the stone not still part of the building has been removed, placed in sealed containers, and stored in a secure facility far outside of Kir.”

“I believe the great hall is a good selection for our meeting, but have we secured all of the complex?” Galen asked.

“As best we can,” Granchek responded. “Durstan has organized the inspection and surveillance of the complex.”

“We did not find any stowaways, hideouts, or secret rooms,” Durstan said. “We have kept watch over the complex and have not noted any unusual activity in or around it.”

“Changing subjects,” Granchek started, “we know that we have delegates from all nine continents. Some are sending many, some only a couple. We have agreed to call this meeting a “commission” and have agreed to its scope, purpose, and authority. It will not be able to bind the continents to any permanent commitments but will have the authority to establish a functioning bureaucracy for basic services for the people and to organize any referenda that it deems necessary.”

“That is as much as we could expect,” Galen responded. “Everyone is wary, trying to process, trying to decide which direction to take. It will take us all awhile to recover from seventy-five years of totalitarian rule.”

The three spent the remainder of the ride in silence, Galen savoring the fresh air and bright blue sky of Kirill. A bank of gray clouds approached from the southwest. Galen wondered if his friends had noted the same difference in the feel of Kirill that he now experienced.

Soon, Granchek pulled the EMC near the entrance to the great hall. They hopped out of the EMC and walked briskly up the steps toward the entrance their pace quickening with each footfall until, led by Galen, they were running as they topped the stairs.

Breathless, the three passed through the entryway as the doors slid open silently. They coursed through the complex until they reached the doors to the great hall. Taking a deep breath, Galen led them into the great hall as the sensors opened the way.

Galen, followed by Granchek and Durstan, walked pensively through the great hall that had served as Pragsmon’s stateroom. The supports for Pragsmon’s star pointed upward toward a void. Pragsmon’s throne had been dismantled and removed. The blood of those dead or wounded in the fight only ten days before had been scrubbed from the floors and walls. Chairs and tables had been arranged for the upcoming meeting. Now, the hall was silent except for the soft treading of the three across the floor.

Turning to Granchek and Durstan, Galen said nodding his head, “You have done well. Looking around, one would not suspect that a battle had been waged here only recently. Now that Pragsmon is gone, we must remove any taint of his former presence here by using this great hall for the people of Kirill.”

Galen turned his head, gazing upward to see the vast expanse of the ceiling. Slowly, he continued his trek through the hall, taking in its vastness. His eyes fixed on the highest tier of the floor, where Pragsmon had once set his throne, where now sat the dais for the meeting.

Some in the cause had argued to destroy the hall and its complex, but Galen knew that Granchek and Durstan had done right to prevent that from happening. They needed a meeting location in four days, and besides, he wondered if the complex held valuable secrets.

Walking to Granchek and Durstan, Galen placed a hand on one shoulder of each of his companions.

“Here, we start to rebuild Kirill,” he said encouragingly.


Chapter 7: Alliance Date 34.263

Creon

 

“So Pragsmon, the Kirillean Emperor, convinced the Borelan General, Draktal So, and Councilor-General Krindon to join him in his plan to divide the Alliance for the express purpose of then conquering the pieces?” asked President Zindar.

“It appears that Draktal So joined him because of lust for power; the Councilor-General out of fear,” replied Armena.

The two sat comfortably in President Zindar’s office, sunlight beaming through the large windows that filled the exterior wall. Armena had just reviewed the entire saga of Pragsmon, his plan to conquer the Alliance, and his demise.

“So, where do Creon and the Alliance stand?” asked Zindar.

“Councilor-General Mondras is working to hold the Alliance together while the Councilors confer with their individual governments prior to the upcoming Council meeting. Many Councilors blame Creon for the turmoil, some blame Borela, a few have accepted that all of this was from an outside force.”

“Mondras is doing more than ‘just holding the Alliance together,’” replied Zindar. “He has sent a message to all the governments in the Alliance that he is ensuring that the day-to-day bureaucratic functions of the Alliance continue unhindered and has issued a summons for a Council meeting on 34.283, not 280 as previously planned. It seems that he is acting quickly to calm nervous governments, yet not appear too anxious.”

“That is a good move on his part,” said Armena, “to show that he is in control and to recall the Council quickly. He is adapting to his new role well.”

“He also has stated that Borela and Creon support him and will work together to assure the stability of the Alliance.”

“That may be more hope than fact. Councilor Chockdal Du and I left on amicable but tenuous terms. Vincent−excuse me, Councilor-General Mondras−hoped to enlist Councilor Chockdal’s support, but the Councilor was less than enthusiastic and only partially supportive. He is being bold in this; we shall see how this plays out. Councilor Chockdal and I have not spoken since we left Aries on 34.257.”

After some moments of silence, President Zindar spoke quietly yet resolutely, “It is time we develop our strategy. We must be prepared for the Council meeting on 34.283.

“You have to find a way to gain an agreement from Councilor Chockdal before the next Council meeting, that both our systems support Councilor-General Mondras and the Alliance. You are as aware as I that there are rumblings about dissolving the Alliance in the aftermath of the Kirill affair. And we both know that dissolution would not be in the best interests of the Alliance or of Creon.”

“Yes, Mr. President, I know the reasons behind your concern. The chatter on the spaceways is filled with the thought that maybe everything would be better without the Alliance,” Armena responded, leaning forward to the edge of her seat.

“People, whole populations of planets, entire systems are too quick to forget why we forged the Alliance 35 years ago. They forget the problems with trade, with illnesses, with conflicts. These have not been eliminated, but together, we have been able to tackle our problems better. Why does this incident with Kirill foment such distrust among us?”

“Mr. President, people are wary of those outside of their own spheres. If you look at the history of all of the systems in the Alliance, this is evident. Just as it took centuries for different people groups on our planet, and on the multitude of other planets in the galaxy, to trust each other and to function as a single people, so too will it take much more than a mere 35 years for the many systems in the Alliance to function as one.”

Zindar continued pensively, “But Kirill was outside of the Alliance. It was actually our common foe.”

“But,” Armena interjected, “we were unaware of that. Pragsmon manipulated some of the Borelans into joining him to conjure a war between the Borelans and us. With two systems that were instrumental in forming the Alliance at odds with each other, despair is going to result.”

“And that is why you must reach an agreement with Chockdal Du before the Council meeting on 34.283. We cannot surprise him with our proposal at the meeting, assuming the Borela and we think the same.”

“But we cannot risk meeting him in the open,” Armena mused in a low, deliberate tone, “because that might raise the expectations of some too high, and might threaten those who want to gain power from the void they see developing in the Alliance.”

“The stakes are high,” spoke Zindar fervently, “higher than they have been since the inception of the Alliance. I trust that you will find a way; I know that you will find a way.”

 

 

Earth

 

“There he is, Mom!” Maureen shouted, grabbing Allison and turning her toward the figure running down the causeway toward them.

Allison held open her arms as Sterling embraced her, a bittersweet moment which he wanted to experience for as long as it would last.

“Mom, it’s so good to see you! I am glad you were able to make it here. I know that I’ve not been home for a long time; we can talk about that later. Seeing you and holding you is so much better than talking on comm links.”

“Well, you didn’t give us much notice, Sterling,” Maureen spoke joyfully, hugging him and Allison.

“I know, I know. You know how the AIS is: we live on short notice.”

“And look at you,” Sterling said approvingly as he playfully grabbed the hair of Thad, Maureen’s son. “You have grown over half a meter since we talked last.”

“Uncle Sterling,” he replied, “You know I have not grown that much, but I have grown.”

“In more ways than one,” Maureen said, smiling at him.

“How’s Jim?” asked Sterling.

“He’s fine,” Maureen replied. “He’s working, but is looking forward to seeing you tonight.”

“Are they going to let you stay awhile, Sterling?” Allison asked pleadingly. “It has been so long since you have been home: ten years.”

“No promises, Mom, but they said I can stay for a few weeks.”

“Well, we will enjoy what time we have,” said Maureen as the party made their way to pick up Sterling’s belongings. “We have a transport waiting just outside.”

 

 

Borela

 

Du stood at the head of the table in his home. His wife, Dri, had prepared his favorite meal and had lighted the home only with candles, which Du preferred over powered lights for special occasions. His wife, his six children, and their families, had all gathered in his spacious common room to greet the patriarch of the family.

“I have much to tell you of the recent events in the Alliance and of the downfall of our friend, Councilor-General Krindon,” he began, “but first, let us rejoice that we are together, and let us forget the cares of the galaxy for a time. As we dine, I want to hear all about each of you!”

With that, Du sat down and began the feasting and festivities. Du governed his family firmly, but fairly, and was loved by each of them. They saw him as kind, but not vapid, gentle, but with an unwavering sense of right and wrong.

Crag, the eldest, could recall times when he had served his father as a page in the Borela Congress. He recalled Du as being fearless in debate, resolute but wise in negotiations, and intolerant of incompetence and lying. Although he saw Du now as amiable, talking and jesting with his family, from the youngest to the oldest, he well understood his father’s reputation as being harsh and unkind: many people in the political world feared Chockdal Du, but everyone at this glad table respected him.

As everyone began to push away from the table, mugs of hot sholar appeared from the kitchen. Crag asked, “Father, will you tell us what has happened over the past few weeks? We have heard much and know to believe only part of it.”

To this, everyone gave assent.

“Father, we want to know the truth.”

“Crag, send the young ones away to play. They will be bored with my tale, and I want only those who can keep their lips pursed tightly to hear.”

With this, the littler ones were sent away to play and amuse themselves elsewhere in the home.

“This has been a tumultuous time in the Alliance, during which there has developed much distrust: of the Alliance itself, between the governments of Creon and Borela, and between representatives of different planetary systems.“

“What caused this?” asked Crag.

“Initially, there was tension between Creon and Borela. Councilor Sandal of Creon accused Borela of attacks on planets in their system. The truth eventually was discovered that the head of a system called Kirill had orchestrated the entire affair, had recruited some of our own officers, and had used Councilor-General Krindon in his plan.”

“But he was always a good man,” protested Crag.

“Yes, he was, but he was caught owing much to the head of Kirill, a person named Pragsmon. In the end, Krindon could not extricate himself from Pragsmon’s schemes. Let this be a lesson to all of you,” Du said, waving his hand to include everyone seated at the table, “taking the easy path, the path of favors accepted then needing repayment, will always lead to your detriment. No, make your way in life on your own work. Accept no favors, no inside arrangements, because inevitably, you will have to pay, and pay dearly, as did our friend Krindon.”

Silence followed his speech as each person around the recently happy table digested his words and pondered whether this applied to him or her.

“Now, the Alliance is at a precipice: can it assure the member systems that it can continue to foster cooperation and trust between them? Will systems be willing to continue to work together?”

“But, Father,” Crag interjected, “if this was caused by an outside force, why are the member systems in such an uproar? Why the distrust?”

“That was part of Pragsmon’s plan: to foster distrust and even war among systems in the Alliance. He wanted then to arm both sides, not really caring which side won or lost, but wanting to profit from the war and its aftermath. The seeds of distrust that Pragsmon sowed have sprouted beyond Creon and Borela, and have caused old issues to resurface.”

Then, his face brightening, Du said, “But enough of these weighty and serious matters. We are here together to enjoy our family! Let joy and laughter return to us now.” Return they did, as Du threw aside his cares for the day and reveled in the love in his home.
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The Chamber of the Mangkon on Borela

 

The Mangkon sat silent upon his intricately carved throne. Its wood dark, like mahogany; its size massive, like an oak: designed to reflect the importance of the Mangkon to Borela. Beside him stood two guards in armor, swords at their sides. Torches glowed a soft, amber light around the throne, positioned to enhance the awe of the Mangkon. Five steps down from the dais the receiving area was more brightly illuminated, allowing the Mangkon to see more of any supplicant than could be seen of him.

Into this chamber strode Chockdal Du, head held high yet respectful. The spectacle did not intimidate him: he had been in the Mangkon’s presence many times, but he did not take any audience for granted. Though Borela had a representative government, the Mangkon held the final power. Nothing kept him in check save his own character.

“Come forward, Du,” spoke the Mangkon as Du entered the chamber. “Stand in the light so I may see you better.”

Du continued his stride, confident as always, stopping in the brighter lights of the receiving area.

“I have come as you requested, Mangkon. How may I serve you?”

“Yes, Du. With you, I request a meeting; with others, I order it.”

Du bowed in respect to the Mangkon.

“General Draktal acted dishonorably toward me and all Borela. He and his followers have brought shame on us and so must be purged. Only then will we be able to walk upright.”

“Yes, I knew that you would start the purge as soon as feasible. How has it proceeded?”

“We have captured most of Draktal’s traitors, but we learn of a few more daily. The ones who admitted their treason were dispatched quickly. Those who professed innocence underwent the jeongmal. Those who lived, and they were few, have been returned to service.”

“The purge is useful and restoring for us,” Du commented.

“Soon, we will report to all Borela and to the Alliance that we have returned honor to its rightful place among us. And that is why I want to speak with you.”

Motioning to an unseen attendant, the Mangkon ordered, “Bring the Councilor the best seat.”

Silently, the attendant brought a rich chair for Du, who sat erect on its plush cushion, noting its gold overlay.

“You honor me, Mangkon. Thank you.”

“Between us, formality need only go so far.”

The Mangkon’s demeanor softened as he continued, “Councilor, I understand from your report that this shameful treachery aided by General Draktal has caused a great disturbance in the Alliance.”

“Yes, Mangkon. At our last Council meeting, there were many who expressed doubt that the Alliance would last. The fact that the Alliance was so close to being thrown into a civil war has shaken the faith of many.”

“And your faith?”

“My faith in people is unchanged. If what guides a person is honorable, he will act honorably; if what guides him is dishonorable, he will act dishonorably. The keys are discerning what guides others and never letting circumstances or enticements alter one’s own guiding principles. That was Councilor-General Krindon’s fall: he was enticed, aided, and eventually trapped by the Kirillean Emperor Pragsmon. Somewhere along his downfall, he traded honor for power and privilege. Maintaining one’s honor takes a daily self-assessment and a daily commitment.”

“And what of your faith in the Alliance?”

“My faith in the Alliance has been weakened, Mangkon. It is illogical for the Councilors or their governments to consider dissolving the Alliance when Pragsmon’s threat, though aided by the traitors from our planet, was an outside threat. Forces of the Alliance thwarted Pragsmon’s plan. Now the Alliance must move forward.”

“And what of the new Councilor-General? Is he capable? Do you think that you should be in his place?”

“Capable? He has that ability but he is still working to assert it. He sat comfortably too long in Councilor Sandal’s shadow. Now he has been thrown into a position of power. We will have to see if he can manage the burning ember he holds. As for wanting his place: no, I do not.”

“Why?”

“To usurp him now would be to further destabilize the Alliance, and I do not want his position.”

“No, you do not, my friend. You prefer, you exult in, your position as Borelan Councilor to the Alliance. You are the only man who has not challenged to be Mangkon when the opportunity came. No one knows that but me, and I am the beneficiary of your decision. You believe in this Alliance more than you will openly admit. And I believe that it is the galaxy’s best chance for long lasting stability. Now, do whatever is honorable to stabilize the Alliance.”

Du thought for a long time, the torches beside the Mangkon burning steadily, filling the chamber with an aroma reserved for the Mangkon only. He would have to forge an alliance with the Creon Councilor, Armena Sandal.

“I will do as you have asked, Mangkon.”

Du rose from his chair and bowed to the Mangkon, who returned a slight bow to him. He then turned and strode out of the chamber.
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Alesandra

 

Glendor and Janbok inspected their two boys one last time before sending them off on their adventure. Janbok looked in their packs and eyed them up and down, reviewing his mental checklist for a camping trip.

“Boys, you are sure that you do not want me to go along?” Janbok asked wryly.

“Thanks, Dad, but Stubok and I want to try this on our own. Besides, you and Mom need some time together; you have been away awhile,” said Treybok.

Chuckling, Janbok said, “Son, your concern for us is wonderful! I know that you will be suffering, camping, while we are home in our warm house.”

Janbok pulled both his sons to him.

“Go and have a great weekend. I think that you have planned and packed well.”

“Thanks, Dad and Mom,” the two boys said in unison. They strode out of the house toward the hills.

Looking back as they passed the garden, they waved at their parents, and set their faces toward their destination.

“Stubok, remember that our plan is to make the clearing in the high meadow today and set up camp. Tomorrow we will retrace our steps to that last clearing we found.”

“And find out what the treasure is under it.”

“It may not be treasure, but I know that it is something intriguing, maybe something we have never seen before.”

“There is seldom anything new on Alesandra.”

“Well, what do you call metal and a window under the heath if not something new?”

“Okay, Treybok, you win that one.”

“Good. I am glad that you agree. Now we have the location on our positioners, so we will not have a problem finding the place tomorrow. I want to make camp tonight and get a good rest, so that we will have all day tomorrow to explore our secret. No matter how excited we are, we have to stick to our plan, right?”

“Right, big brother. Stick to the plan.”

 

 

 

 

Earth

AIS Station

 

Sterling leaned back in a not-too-comfortable chair at a long, elliptical table with a shining black onyx top, holding his hands around a warm cup of coffee. He had to request a non-insulated mug from the receptionist in the outer room so he could feel the warmth of the beverage.

“I do not understand why people today prefer insulated mugs. I enjoy the warm feel coming from the coffee. Armena was right: it does add to the experience,” Sterling mused.

The door swooshed open. A group of three people, two men and a woman, dressed in the blue and khaki uniforms of AIS support personnel, entered the room. The three took seats across from Sterling.

“I am Dr. Jane Powell, lead astrophysicist for the AIS,” began the woman in a friendly tone, “and these are my colleagues, Dr. Julian Rand, a specialist in Earth history, and Dr. Sam Adamus, lead developer of the RF series.”

“Do you know exactly where my ship is at this moment?” Sterling interrupted. “I have become quite attached to my vessel, so I would really like to know where it is and what you are doing with it.”

Dr. Powell smiled and chuckled, “Your priorities are interesting, to say the least. We will discuss your ship in a moment.”

She ran her fingers across the tabletop, from which holographic images and screens emanated in front of each of them.

“You are aware of the purpose of this meeting, Commander Newman?” she asked.

“I believe that you are skeptical of my report and want to interrogate me to see if I told the truth,” Sterling said, taking a long sip of coffee and looking Jane directly in the eye.

She shifted in her seat.

“Commander Newman,” Dr. Rand spoke, “We do not mean to be antagonistic, but surely you understand how the AIS would be skeptical of a report of travel in time to old Earth? In spite of our best efforts, successful time travel has yet to be accomplished.”

“Besides, it’s the business of the AIS to be skeptical. You know that as well as anyone, Commander Newman,” added Jane. “So, let us start.”

“Your report is on our screens, Commander Newman. Would you like to add or retract any of it?” asked Jane.

“No, I read over it last night in preparation for our meeting. I affirm everything in the report and have nothing to add.”

“So, you report that you entered an uncharted tellerand which took you to old Earth,” stated Jane.

“Yes. I was trying to elude a ship that was attempting to blast me out of space. With all due respect, Dr. Adamus, that ship was a challenge for my RF unit. It appeared from nowhere, was quite maneuverable, and had plenty of weaponry. The tellerand suddenly appeared on my screen, so I took it, hoping the pilot of the other ship would be a coward and not follow me into the tellerand,” reported Sterling.

“Uncharted tellerands can be dangerous,” Jane added.

“Yes, and fortunately for me, he left me, I guess hoping that the tellerand would collapse on me.”

“But it did not,” spoke Dr. Rand, “and it took you to old Earth.”

“Yes,” replied Sterling, “to a hilly area near the city of Jerusalem, at sometime in the old Earth first-century.”

“When did you first realize where and when you were?” asked Dr. Rand.

“I did not see any people for awhile, did not hear any chatter on the airways.”

“Was the ship in good condition? How did it fare on the journey?” asked Dr. Adamus.

“Basic functions were intact, but the main systems were shut down. I could not restart the engines.”

“But you came back eventually. How did you repair your ship with no parts or major equipment?” asked Dr. Rand.

“That is a difficult answer,” Sterling said slowly. “The short answer is that I did not repair the ship. Someone else did.”

“Ridiculous!” retorted Dr. Rand. “How could anyone on first-century old Earth repair your vessel?”

Leaning forward, Sterling took another long sip of coffee, set the mug on the table, clasped his hands together, and looking directly at the three across the table, he said, “I met a man on old Earth, a man like no one else I have ever met, a man named Yeshua. On the night I left old Earth, He told me that if I had faith, He would fix my ship.”

“And?” all three said simultaneously.

“I believed Him, believed in Him, and the ship started, fully functional, good as the day I received it.”

“You expect us to believe this story?” asked Dr. Rand skeptically.

“Yes, I do, because it is the truth. And to answer your previous question, I first realized where and when I was when I first looked at this.”

Sterling reached into his trousers pocket and pulled out a small, round, hard object that he tossed on the table. It spun for many seconds, shining in the lights, finally yielding to gravity and friction by beginning to wobble about its axis, soon coming to rest on the table.

The three stared at the object, which Dr. Rand slowly, almost reverently, picked up.

“I can hardly believe this,” he said excitedly. “This is a Roman coin, first-century old Earth, in excellent condition. A coin such as this would be extremely difficult to find and prohibitively expensive.”

The four sat in silence for a long while.

“Commander Newman,” Jane spoke slowly, deliberately, “we found residual dirt in the landing pads of your RF unit, some of which we have identified as having come from Earth, approximately its first-century under the pre-Alliance dating system. We had begun to believe you even before we entered the room today, but this confirms our thoughts. Let us make the most of our time together. We have much to learn from you about your experience on Earth, about the tellerand that took you there and back, about how you might have affected Earth history, how the RF unit performed and was repaired, and about this man, Yeshua.”

Sitting up, smiling, she called over the comm link to the receptionist, “George, coffee, water, and sandwiches for all of us. We will be here for quite awhile.”

 

 

Creon

 

Armena pulled her shawl more tightly about her shoulders. She was glad that the family had arranged for Loresse’s memorial service to be outdoors. Her father had loved the outdoors, but the early spring weather on Creon was just chilly enough to need a wrap. The breeze played with her hair but cooled her enough that she was thankful for the warmth of her shawl. Loresse had bought it for her when she accepted the Councilor’s position with the Alliance Council. She loved it more now that he was gone.

Her family had decided to keep the service simple. Loresse, although a longtime diplomat and accustomed to pomp and protocol, was really a plain, simple man who had entered the political life on Creon as a local assemblyman. He had risen to the highest levels of the diplomatic corps but had always remained “everyman,” while being sophisticated.

Armena greeted her aunts and uncles and cousins as they arrived. Their meeting was bittersweet because of the occasion, yet she did enjoy seeing her family, and her extended family, many of whom she had not seen in a long time. President Zindar spoke to her kindly and sat beside her.

The service was dignified, solemn, but joyful: joyful for the life lived by Loresse Sandal and joyful because of his faith that was ever with him, ever emanating from him. Remembering his faith, his instruction, made the separation bearable for Armena.

She had been asked to speak, but had declined. She did not believe that she could manage that task. She would break down, she would embarrass herself and her family.

Those who spoke were gracious in their comments and remembrances of her father. President Zindar spoke of his years of service to Creon. The pastor of their fellowship spoke of his selflessness and his love for others. Her aunt spoke of their childhood and his influence on her life.

The people assembled sang songs about life, about Seishu, about their hope after this life.

As the service was ending, Armena noticed, quite unexpectedly, that she wished that Sterling were there with her. She found this a curious thought, but felt that her new friend would understand, would be a comfort.

Then, Armena did something that was unexpected: She stood and said, “Wait, please. I would like to speak.”

She walked to the front of the room, turned and said, “I did not want to speak because I was afraid that I would not be able to make it, to say a complete sentence, much less a whole message. But I realized sitting there that I must tell you all how much I love, admire, and respect my father, and how much I will miss him.”

With those words, she began to sob, deeply, feeling the anguish of her loss, and finally letting her emotions flow. Her aunt hugged her and began to cry, too. Everyone in the room felt a release of emotion, bidding farewell to Loresse Sandal.

At that moment, Armena knew that her father would have been proud of her for expressing her emotions and not caring what others thought.

“Seishu, thank You for my father. Thank You that I will see him again. Thank You for being here with me.”

 

 

Kirill

 

Representatives from the nine continents of Kirill had started to arrive in Kir, the capital, two days earlier. Galen, Granchek, and Durstan had worked to organize the logistics of a meeting using members of the resistance in Kir.

The great hall had been cleaned and refurbished as much as possible on such short notice. A podium had been installed on the highest tier. Chairs and tables were arranged in an arc facing the podium. Audio and recording systems were in place. Galen had worked to transform the great hall into a meeting room worthy of the people of Kirill.

The delegates entered the great hall with trepidation. Each knew that from this room Pragsmon had slowly crushed the Republic, had stolen the people’s freedoms, and had managed a machine of fear. As they took their seats, some individually, some in groups, many were thinking they could still feel Pragsmon’s presence. Most looked over their shoulders, consciously or unconsciously, half expecting Pragsmon’s hooded guards to rush into the room to subdue them.

“I have been amazed,” Galen said to Granchek and Durstan as they watched the delegates enter the great hall, “how much work you two had to accomplish to make this meeting happen.”

“Contacting respected people on the nine continents was almost impossible initially because of the disabled communications network,” Granchek noted. “Once Tradon was able to create a new network, convincing them to send people to Kir, just to start a conversation on the future of Kirill, was like moving a mountain.”

“Then you had to make arrangements for their transportation and lodging, working out credentials for the delegates, vetting members of Pragsmon’s forces to see who might cause trouble and who would join our efforts to restore Kirill. If those were not difficult enough matters to work out, there has been the immense effort to convince people that this hall is safe and appropriate for this meeting,” Galen spoke, looking directly at Granchek. “I wish that I could have been here to help carry the load, but going to Aries proved beneficial.”

“How so?”

“That, I will discuss with all of our leadership soon. You and Durstan have prevented this meeting from drowning in a sea of obstacles.”

“Galen,” Granchek said, “this has been difficult, but we both know that the work has only just started. The truly difficult labor lies ahead.”

“Yes, Granchek, you are right. It is encouraging, though, to see these people finally here.”

From his seat on Pragsmon’s former dais, Galen surveyed the delegates, working to see each one individually, straining to gain some insight from a facial expression, a gesture, or a greeting to another delegate. Some of these people he knew, some were new to him.

As the last delegate sat, Galen rose to speak.

“Friends of Kirill, thank you for making this quickly arranged journey to Kir. Kirill is in the midst of great and sudden changes. Yes, we have toppled the Emperor Pragsmon, but we now face a new set of problems resulting from our liberation. How do we govern ourselves again? How do we interact with each other? What do we do with the other five systems of the Empire? We wanted you to come to Kir so that we could discuss the future of Kirill, our future, so I will open the floor to you. What are your thoughts about that?”

A short, ruddy man rose. Brunson was a farmer and a businessman from the Southeastern Continent, well respected by many there. He alone had expressed a genuine interest in attending the meeting. People on the Southeastern Continent had a reputation for independence.

“Shall I call you Chair, Mr. Chairman, or by your given name?” he asked, looking toward Galen.

“At this point, Galen will be fine.”

“Very well, Galen, I believe that I speak for everyone here,” surveying the arc of chairs filled with delegates. “While this meeting is well intentioned, it may be a useless exercise if the military has not been brought under control. Pragsmon’s admirals and senior officers: where are they? Although most on Kirill hated Pragsmon, there are many who have benefitted from him, who held power and wealth because of him. He had cultivated a following during his reign. Where are those people now, and what has been done to secure the vast military resources that Pragsmon developed?”

A chorus of agreement arose from the delegates. Galen raised his hand, nodded his head, and waited for the clamor to end.

“You raise serious questions and make an observation which has been on my mind, and on the minds of all of us in the resistance. I can tell you that most of the military have laid down their weapons and have cooperated with us.”

“Aren’t those mostly enlisted and junior officers?”

“No. Over half of the senior officer corps has surrendered to us, and with them, a great number of the enlisted personnel. We are vetting them now to determine how they can be of service to Kirill.”

“Over half have surrendered means that a little less than half have not surrendered. They still have control over many enlisted and lower officers. Have you accounted for them?”

“There is still a group of senior officers, about forty, who have gone into hiding, and there are a number of the enlisted and junior officers who also have fled. In the chaos after Pragsmon’s demise, we were not able to contain all of them. Compared to the size of the military, the active resistance was a smaller force.”

“What about the codes to activate the starships? Have they been acquired?”

“Not all. The codes for the ships and the weapons were dispersed among Pragmson’s senior and junior officers.”

“So,” Brunson asked, “how much of the fleet is still vulnerable to a military uprising?”

Galen paused before answering.

“As best we can determine, there is a fleet of thirty ships on the Northeastern Continent for which we do not have codes. We are guarding them, but without the codes we cannot secure them.”

“And the military out there in hiding could commandeer those ships and try to return us to a martial state?”

“That is why we must work quickly to establish a credible, functioning government for Kirill. Only then can we work to find these people and secure the military resources.”

“The people on the different continents of Kirill are trying to work together, but it has been difficult to function without a central government and without a properly working central communications network. It is the general consensus of people on my continent that maybe we do not need a united Kirill. Maybe we should return to separate continent nations that work with each other, but which are independent and run their own affairs. That being said, the people of Ganamex—that’s the old name for the Southeastern Continent, for those of you too young to remember—realize that we must secure the military resources before we can make any sort of progress on much of anything. So, my partner here and I would like to propose that we form some sort of interim government that can marshal resources to secure the military, that can re-establish a functioning bureaucracy, until a binding referendum can be held for the entire planet to decide how we want to govern ourselves.”

A murmur moved through the hall as delegates spoke to each other, some against this idea, some supportive, some wondering about its implications.

“What about the other five systems?” asked Galen.

“Maybe they would like to be independent, too, not under control of Kirill. For now, the interim government could continue to function to maintain services and law and order. After Kirill figures out what it wants to do, we can deal with them. Destroying an Emperor may have been a good thing to do at the moment, but doing it so quickly has caused a lot of problems and uncertainty.”

The murmuring intensified.

Raising his hands, Galen stepped forward, closer to the first row of delegates.

“The Central Northern Continent disagrees with the notion of a divided planet but agrees that an interim government is a good idea,” a tall woman shouted as she stood. “The military assets of Kirill must be secured.”

“The Southern Continent is divided on this matter of a united Kirill,” a well-dressed man said loudly as he stood, looking at his fellow Southern delegates, “but we also agree that securing the military must be our first priority. Until we do that, all other talk is just that, talk.”

Raising his hands higher, motioning for everyone to sit, Galen said, “This matter is critical, but we have only limited authority to make any decisions binding on the continents, and I understand that it must be resolved before we can discuss any other issues. As such, I propose that we first brainstorm this idea of an interim government and how it can secure the military. Then we can work on the framework of a plan in committees. We could then pass a resolution to form the interim government, giving it a definite lifespan with a planned referendum on the future of a united Kirill. This body has the authority to pass limited, binding resolutions. If we work together over the next few days, we could buy Kirill time to secure the military and keep services functioning.”

Galen called for a vote. Most of the delegates agreed to the proposal.

“The vote is positive for the proposal. We will take a thirty-minute break and return here to begin our work.”

 

 


Chapter 10: Alliance Date 34.266

The High Meadow on Alesandra

 

Treybok and Stubok approached the clearing cautiously. They looked carefully into the slopes rising around the clearing. They saw no one else.

They peered into the small hole they had dug on their first visit. Half a meter down, gold and red autumn leaves covered what they had remembered to be metal and glass. Scooping up the leaves, they again saw, just as it had been, metal and glass that looked like a window.

“We will start digging, enlarging our hole, being careful not to dent the metal or to break any glass,” said Treybok.

“Good thing we dug those truffles yesterday,” Stubok said.

“Yes, digging for truffles gave Dad a good reason for us to have our pack shovels. So, let’s start.”

Treybok and Stubok spent the morning clearing away the leaves and heather from the object below. By noon, they had moved enough soil to reveal a circular door with a window in the center. Adjacent to the window was a large recessed metal wheel.

“Stubok, this looks just like the wheel handles on our irrigation valves on the farm. I wonder if we can turn it, and I wonder if it will open the door.”

“Let’s try.”

The boys managed to grip the wheel handle and tug on it, first in one direction, then the other, but it would not move.

“Maybe it has been here a long time, Treybok. It is stuck.”

“You are right about that. Maybe we have something in our packs we can use.”

“Treybok, what about our shovels? We could stick the handle down into the wheel handle and pull on the blade of the shovel. That might give us the leverage we need.”

Treybok looked at his younger brother approvingly and said, “That just might do it. How did you ever think of that?”

“I saw Dad do something like that with the irrigation valves.”

The two boys wedged the shovel handle between the spokes of the wheel handle and pulled hard. Gradually, with a groan, the handle began to move. Slowly, they forced the handle to turn. As they worked, the task became easier until finally, they were able to turn the wheel handle with their hands alone. When it would turn no more, the boys planted their feet beside the door, and pulled up on the wheel handle. With a whoosh, the door raised up on a hinge, revealing a dark chasm. Breathlessly, they shined their flashlights into the void.

“Treybok, it’s a room, with seats and desks and some sort of controls.”

“Yes, and here is a ladder down into it. Let’s go!”

Treybok climbed down the ladder into the darkness, shining his flashlight to guide his steps. At the end of the ladder, he stepped onto a floor. His flashlight illuminated the room as he turned full circle.

“Stubok, come down. It is like the control room for the power generating plant. Lots of buttons and dials and seats and monitors.”

Stubok descended the ladder and added his flashlight to Treybok’s. They gazed in awe at the small room.

“I wonder if anyone else on Alesandra knows this is here,” said Treybok, half to himself, half to Stubok. “I have never heard about anything like this in the stories of our people.”

Across the room, a red light shone softly in the darkness. Treybok approached it, reached out to it, and held his hand over it before gently touching it with his finger.

The red light began to blink slowly. They waited for what seemed like an eternity, but nothing changed.

“Let’s see if there is anything besides this room down here, Stubok.”

The brothers spent the rest of the afternoon going from room to room, always cautious, never knowing what was beyond the next doorway.

“Do you think there may be a dragon, Treybok?” Stubok asked quietly.

“Let’s hope not. Unless it’s a small one.”

 

 

Kirill

 

Galen walked slowly into the government complex as the sun rose over the western horizon, reflecting off the glass and causing the red-black Genesis stone of the building to glow, almost emanating its own light. He had slept only a few hours following the late-night delegates meeting, but he wanted to arrive early to assure himself that all was ready for today.

He activated the lighting for the great hall and stepped toward the dais, his footfalls the only sound in the room. Taking his seat, he surveyed the room, recalling yesterday’s meeting.

“Good morning, Mr. Prime Minister,” Granchek greeted Galen, interrupting his thoughts as he approached the dais.

“Good morning, Granchek,” Galen replied. “How are you?”

“Tired, like you, but ready to start.”

“‘Prime Minister’— I never thought I would hear that in reference to myself.”

“They made a good choice. You are the logical person to head this interim government. You have led the resistance, you have contacts with the Alliance, and people feel they can trust you.”

“You failed to mention that no one else wanted the job!”

Chuckling, Granchek responded, “True, but minor in the grander scheme of life. How will you proceed today?”

Looking toward the doorway, Galen called, “Durstan, come on over. We were just beginning to discuss our plans for today.”

Durstan joined Galen and Granchek, carrying a tray loaded with food and drinks.

“Thought I would bring us breakfast, gentlemen,” she said, setting the tray on the dais. “We can eat while we talk. And I know that neither of you thought about breakfast.”

“Ever the practical organizer,” Granchek said smiling. “Thank you. We will be grateful for this as the morning wears on.”

“Yes, thanks, Durstan,” added Galen. “Now for our plan. Our imperatives for today are three: make sure that the interim government is legal, agree on the wording of the referendum to be sent to the nine continents about the future of the government on Kirill, and meet with the military leaders who have joined our cause. They need guidance and direction, and we need to be assured that they will not attempt a coup themselves. They can be valuable in thwarting the military still loyal to Pragsmon and the Empire, but we must be wary of them for the present.”

Galen, Granchek, and Durstan finished their meal. They began to check the audio, video, holographic, and lighting systems. Workers quietly came into the great hall, bringing refreshments for the delegates, arranging seating, and finalizing preparations of the room. Soon, the delegates began arriving, most having amicable discussions.

Once all the delegates had taken their seats, Galen rose.

“Good morning, delegates and friends. Thank you for electing me to be interim Prime Minister of Kirill. I am deeply honored and I shall try my best to foster the interests of the people of Kirill. Now, we must finalize the workings of the interim government and formulate a referendum to send to the citizens on our nine continents which will decide the destiny of Kirill and of the Empire.”

The delegates nodded their approval. A murmur of consensus passed through the room.

“Very well. Let us start.” 

 

 

Earth

 

The sun hung overhead as it slowly traced its course across the clear blue late-autumn sky. The day was warmer than usual for that time of year, and a light breeze from the lake made the afternoon pleasant. Jim, Maureen, and Thad, wearing thermals, had spent the past hour in the water while Sterling and his mother had enjoyed relaxing on the grassy hillside.

“Mom, I really relish these times on Earth, soaking in the sights, the smells, the feel of grass underfoot,” said Sterling turning to look at Allison. “I regret that I have stayed away for so long. After Dad died, I felt so confused. I could not give you any comfort, and I certainly had no comfort of my own. So, I suppose to cope, I stayed away. I am glad that we have stayed in touch, stayed together as a family through the comm links.”

“You have missed a lot, Sterling,” Allison told him.

“I know. I missed Maureen’s wedding, missed Thad’s birth. I have missed a lot, but the pain is gone now. I have a better understanding of life. I think that I can be an encouragement to you and Maureen now.”

The breeze played with Sterling’s black hair and kissed Allison’s cheeks.

“You always did enjoy our outings here when you were younger, Sterling, but I would think that this would seem mundane, given all of the exotic places you have seen.”
“Well, other worlds can be exotic, but none of them can replace my home. I have found many people who feel the same about their home planets. They enjoy, even relish, visiting other worlds, but most always want to go home. There is just something about home that calls a person back.”

They watched Thad scooting across the lake on his footboards, trying to master a back flip.

“Ouch!” exclaimed Sterling. “Glad he has shock suit and a helmet.”

Turning his gaze back to Allison, Sterling commented, “You know, there are people who think Earth exotic.”

“Really?” Allison replied. “Well, I never.”

“Really,” Sterling responded with a grin. “In fact, I met some people who think that coffee is almost divine. One of them has it shipped all the way to Creon.”

“To Creon?”

“Yes, to Creon.”

“Well.”

“Talking about coffee has made me realize that I’m hungry. Let’s set up for lunch and call the rest to join us.”

“Good idea, Sterling,” responded Allison.

Sterling helped his mother up from the green, lush grass. He set up the table, and the two of them retrieved lunch from their baskets. Shortly, they had the feast spread: salads of all types, tossed green with bright red cherry tomatoes, pasta with spicy dressing, and mixed fruits; sandwiches, peanut butter and jelly, turkey panini, and pimento cheese; drinks; and desserts, cookies and cakes.

Jim must have noticed the preparations starting because just as Sterling and Allison had stepped back to view the artistry of their table setting, he, Maureen, and Thad arrived, a bit winded from the climb but joyful to be out together.

They all sat and were about to start feasting when Sterling said, “Hey, everyone. I know that we do not usually do this, but I want to take a moment to be thankful for our lunch and our day together.”

“Do you mean thankful in general?” asked Jim. “We try to be thankful for what we have. After all, we did not grow any of this or make the tables or our vehicle.”

“Or my footboards!” interjected Thad.

“That’s right, Thad,” Sterling said, smiling at his nephew. “To answer your question, Jim, I mean a more particular thanks—a thanks to a Person. I met someone on my last mission who has made me rethink my beliefs about God.”

“How so?” asked Maureen. Recalling a long distant conversation with her brother, she asked, “Have you also rethought your beliefs about an afterlife?”

“I cannot go into too much detail because of the nature of my mission, but through this Person I met, I have come to believe that there is a God, Who made us and Who loves us. He taught me that there is more than just this life in these bodies. He created everything, sustains us, and so we should be thankful to Him—not just for food but for each day, for each other. So, if it is okay with everyone, I say that I am thankful to God for this day, for all of you, for this time, and for this feast!”

A comfortable silence and stillness surrounded them as each pondered Sterling’s revelation about himself and considered the notion of expressing thanks to Someone, to God, for the good things of life. 

Sterling broke the silence with his large, good-natured smile, saying, “Let’s dig in!” He reached for the pasta salad. Suddenly, they were all animated, reaching for a bowl, passing a plate, chatting freely and happily, sharing their meal together.

“Yeshua,” Sterling prayed silently. “You are here with us. Thank You. It makes all the difference.”

In the years to come, each of the five would recall this day as one of the best of their lives.

 

 

 

Later, on Kirill

 

Galen, Granchek, and Durstan enjoyed the twilight of the Kirillean sun setting in the east as they walked toward the great hall following dinner. Durstan especially liked the breeze blowing through her long, brown hair. Although these meetings had proven difficult and the Empire had made life even harder by disrupting the communications network, she had found relief after Pragsmon’s demise. She felt a weight lifted from her shoulders and found energy in Kirill’s new, though chaotic, paradigm.

“Galen,” she started, “to walk on Kirill unafraid and unhindered is exhilarating! For so many years we have had to live in secret, constantly look over our shoulders, be concerned about whom to trust; now, this new freedom is so wonderful. I cannot taste enough of it.”

“Durstan, I feel the same as you,” Galen agreed. Looking to Granchek, “I think we all do, but we must maintain our guard, be vigilant. The new Kirill has only begun, yet there are forces that would make its journey short-lived.”

“Like the old military?”

“Primarily, but also those who would profit from the turmoil of today’s Kirill. That is why tonight is so important. Now that we have an interim government and have worked out the wording for the referendum, we must tackle Pragsmon’s old military. Granchek, you have met with these people. What do you think?”

“They seem to be glad to have a new order with the prospect of starting over. Frankly, they are glad that we did not terminate or exile them.”

“Would that have been Pragsmon’s response?” Durstan asked.

“You know it would have been, Durstan. You have fought this war almost as long as we have. You know the stories of Pragsmon’s wrath.”

“Stories can be just that: stories; or they can be partially true or truly true.”

“Well, most of these officers think the stories are truly true. They are glad to have Pragsmon behind them and seem to want to help us rebuild Kirill. They do not want to fight our own people any longer.”

As the trio neared the complex, the doors opened in greeting. They made their way to the great hall, where they found twenty uniformed military leaders waiting for them patiently. The leaders rose as Galen, Granchek, and Durstan entered the hall.

Galen and Granchek sat near the officers, not on the dais, and began to talk with those seated in front. Durstan walked quietly and slowly beyond the last row of seating, noting the face, uniform, and demeanor of each officer. She continued her course across the back of the room. She continued down the left side until she was satisfied that she had examined each person completely. She took a seat away from the officers. Once Galen looked up at her, she gave him a nod. He and Granchek made their way to each of the officers, introducing themselves and querying each one. Durstan made note of each interaction.

Soon Galen spoke, “Now that we have met one another, I want to thank you for joining us as we forge a new Kirill. I am Galen, the interim Prime Minister of Kirill. Who is the senior officer among you?”

 “I am,” responded a tall, older officer as he rose from a seat in the middle of the room. “I am Admiral Baten Kaitos, second in command of military forces on Kirill under Emperor Pragsmon. Now I am commander of the free military.”
Galen made his way to the Admiral and shook his hand again.

“You are welcome here. We need you to help us establish a military that serves the people of Kirill, not only its leadership. Are you willing to help us?”

“We will help you. We are ready to see the start of a new Kirill, but we are wary of you, wondering into what form of government you will lead us.”

“Admiral, we are wary of you, also, wondering if you will attempt a military coup to bring us back under an authoritarian rule.”

“So, Mr. Prime Minister, we both need to trust each other, but we both are concerned that the other cannot be trusted. Given our pasts, that is a good start.”

Galen looked up at Durstan, who gave him a faint smile and a familiar nod.

“Admiral Kaitos, what can you tell me about the military who have gone into hiding?”

“I can tell you that they are in secret garrisons, which Pragsmon built for just such an event as you have managed to accomplish. The leader of Pragsmon’s military is Admiral Mu Pegasi, who was First Commander. He is wise and cunning and will be a formidable opponent.”

“Why does he not join you?”

“Pegasi believed in Pragsmon, saw him as the leader who would take Kirill into dominance of the galaxy. He is also ambitious with a lust for power. Now that Pragsmon is gone, Pegasi will work against your Kirill for his own purposes and for the glory of the Empire.”

“So, he has his own motivation and needs no other?” commented Granchek.

“Yes, and he is ruthless. He will stop at nothing to gain his objectives.”

“Admiral Kaitos,” Galen interjected, “what will Admiral Mu Pegasi do?”

“He is a complexity, so I cannot say for certain what he will do, but I expect that he will carefully gather his forces and wait for an opportune time. While he is waiting, though, he will test and taunt you.”

“How?” asked Galen.

“He may try to access the ships on the Northeastern Continent, see if he can operate them. He will work to make sure that you cannot control the access codes. If you could ever commandeer complete control over the access codes, he would have no ships, no reasonable hope of victory.”

“Can we determine the codes for these ships?”

“Not likely,” responded Admiral Kaitos. “Coding is decentralized. Even if he were to activate one of the ships, you could not easily gain control, because he can lock out all access to the ship’s security from his location. He can even change the security codes themselves.”

“She who has the code has the ship,” Durstan quipped to herself.

Continuing, Kaitos said, “He may also instigate skirmishes on the bases you do control to demoralize your personnel, to inflict some minor damage to your fleet, and to gain information.”

“Why don’t we just destroy the ships on the Northeastern Continent base?” asked Granchek. “Wouldn’t that solve our problem?”

“It might solve the problem of the ships themselves, but each of Pragsmon’s starships has a nuclear self-destruct component. If Pegasi has armed the self-destruct and you attempt to destroy the main starships, you will cause catastrophic nuclear explosions that will obliterate a large portion of the Northeastern Continent and spread radioactive debris over much of Kirill.”

“Nuclear?” Galen asked.

“Yes. Nuclear: antiquated as a power source or a destructive weapon by our current standards but simple; easy to install, hide, and control; capable of widespread damage, with the benefit of the after-effects of nuclear radiation. So, Pragsmon has given you the choice: Destroy the starships to eliminate the immediate threat at the cost of widespread and long-lasting damage to Kirill.”

“Brilliant!” interjected Durstan from her seat at the back of the room, shaking her head in amazement and distress.

Looking at her, Kaitos replied, “Brilliant, yes, because Pragsmon understood people and knew how to manipulate them, how to place them into impossible situations which paralyzed them. He understood the good and bad natures of people and knew how to play those two forces against each other to accomplish his desires. And that point brings up his last ploy.”

“That would be?” asked Galen.

“Infiltrators: people Pragsmon planted in the military who would have orders to remain undetected, to act as if they have switched sides to join the resistance. These people will be almost impossible to detect. You must be on your guard against them, as must we.”

“Admiral Kaitos, you have given us valuable information. Thank you for coming tonight, and thanks to all of you,” Galen said looking around the room, seeking to make eye contact with each person, “for choosing to remain loyal to Kirill and our people, for choosing to help us rebuild Kirill, not wreck her further. Admiral, that will be all for now. You are free to return to your command. Please keep me posted of any developments, and I will speak with you again soon.”

The military personnel with Admiral Kaitos began to file out of the great hall. Before leaving, Kaitos said to Galen, “Prime Minister, we are all loyal to Kirill, more loyal to Kirill than to Emperor Pragsmon; that is why we are here. We plan to support your vision for a new Kirill, but be mindful: we are watching you. At present, we are loyal to Kirill, not to you.”

After the doors had closed, Galen, Granchek, and Durstan plopped down into chairs, and each breathed a muted sigh.

“He is telling you what he believes to be the truth, Galen,” Durstan soon said matter-of-factly. And he means his last comment: He will cooperate with you unless and until he sees you taking Kirill down a path that is worse than the one we have left.”

“I believe that, too, Durstan,” he replied. “Your insights into people are accurate, if not always encouraging. I just hope that he gives us time to make some progress and that we can contain Admiral Pegasi.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter 11: Alliance Date 34.267

Information Archives

Earth, Northwestern Continent

Atlanta

 

After registering at the Information Archives, Sterling requested a private room. The attendant showed him to a small room containing a workstation and a well-cushioned chair. The early-morning sunlight filtered through the branches of the large oak tree outside the window into the room. Sterling positioned himself at the workstation so that he had a full view of the door and of the adjoining common room through the lightly tinted windows.

He settled into the chair, accessed the workstation. He spoke firmly but quietly, “This is Commander Sterling Newman of the Alliance Intelligence Service requesting subroutine alpha-tango-one.”

“Searching for embedded translator,” spoke the workstation. “Accessing. Identifying.”

“Welcome, Commander Newman. How may I assist you?”

“I need access to archives from this continent and from the Mideastern Continent for information relevant to an AIS assignment.”

“Understood, Commander Newman. Be reminded that access for personal reasons is prohibited.”

“Understood. This does have relevance to a recent assignment.”

“Granted. What dates do you wish to access?”

“AD 24.100 to the end of the Alliance year.”

“Particular subject or subjects?”

“Yes. Professor Thaddeus Newman. Cross-reference to archeological activity by him on the Mideastern Continent and to Genesis stone.”

“Accessing.”

While the workstation processed his request, Sterling thought, “I should have looked into this a long time ago. They did not tell me much after Dad’s death, seemed to stonewall me at every turn. I think it is time to use our ability to access “off-limits” records. It may be personal because of Dad, but I do believe that this information is important in light of the events on Kirill. Pragsmon possessed the Genesis stone that Dad sought. There is a connection; I just have to arrange the pieces of the puzzle. Well, I need to find the pieces first.”

“All information from your request has been loaded into the workstation. I will be glad to assist you as needed.”

Sterling began to pore over the information about Thaddeus Newman and his work on the Mideastern Continent, which appeared on the workstation. Sliding his fingers across the firm, slick surface, he accessed file after file, arranging them and grouping them as he began to digest all that he was reading.

“So Dad first learned of Genesis stone from part of an inscription on a tablet he found at another dig.”

 

Stone, black-red, emanating light from within

Formed at the beginning

Infused with the light of first creation

Alone among the non-living able to regenerate

Infusing its possessors with power

Gathered and favored by the Ne…

 

“By the Ne…” Sterling read.

“Dad always found broken tablets and partial inscriptions challenging,” he thought, pondering the reading.

“Ne… Pragsmon said he was a Nephilim. That is the connection: the ‘Ne…’ is the start of the word ‘Nephilim.’ So, Genesis stone was favored by the Nephilim, gathered by them. Able to regenerate. Galen does not know that. The Genesis stone can regenerate itself. That may be how Pragsmon could build with it. ‘Infusing its possessors with power.’ So, why did it give Pragsmon power but not anyone else on Kirill?”

Sterling pondered these thoughts for a while.

“I need to tell Galen what I have learned. It might prove helpful, but it also might be warning not to use the Genesis stone.

“The inscription said that the stone was from the creation of the world. Armena told me that her book told of the creation of Creon. I wonder if our book would tell of the creation of Earth?”

Sterling spoke, “Access any books which tell of both the creation of the world and of a man named Yeshua.”

A new set of images appeared on the workstation. Sterling paged through the book but was stymied by two languages that he did not read.

“Provide translation into English,” he ordered.

The article immediately became readable. He read through the first pages of the book, learning of God’s creation of the world. As he continued to read, he encountered the entry of sin into the world.

More pages, more story of the early world, “There it is,” he exclaimed. “Nephilim!”

“There is not much here about them, really a passing reference. That is not much help.”

He thought about stopping, but decided to read on.

“Flooding of all the world? Only eight spared by God. But how did the Nephilim survive? Or, perhaps they did not survive the flood, but rather there are Nephilim on other planets of the galaxy?”

“Access first reference to Yeshua in original language, next in English translation.”

Sterling began to read about Yeshua, eagerly absorbing all that the manuscript presented. He read and read until he realized that he had experienced on old Earth what he was now reading. Andreas, Philippos, Marta, Lazar, the Centurion with the ill servant. Yeshua! They were all here. Yeshua’s death, His coming back to life.

“It’s all here, and more.”

Sterling spent the next two hours engrossed in the manuscript. He stopped only because the warning alarm for termination of his reservation sounded.

He leaned back in the chair, gazing out the window. The sun was now overhead; its light entered the room obliquely. His thoughts swirled about the Nephilim, Genesis stone, Yeshua, his friends from old Earth.

“Why me?” he asked aloud quietly. “Why me? Yeshua, do You have something for me to do, some purpose?”

He thought, “I would like to meet other followers here. Maureen and Jim may be followers, but they never mention Your name.”

“Workstation, erase and empty your memory of this session. Record that I scanned for news, listened to music, and took a nap.”

“It is so. I hope that you feel more informed, and enjoyed your music and your nap.”

Suddenly, a thought jolted Sterling, “That’s not true.”

Sterling sat back in the chair. “Why am I trying to hide my research? This query is acceptable by AIS protocol: Genesis stone proved central to Pragsmon, and my father’s death might be connected to this affair somehow.”

After reflecting on this thought a moment, Sterling ordered, “Workstation, restore original records of this session.”

“Commander Newman, you scanned for news, listened to music, and took a nap. That is the record of your session.”

“I altered the record, but I know the truth. Yeshua would have me speak the truth.”

“Workstation, add that I researched a subject titled, ‘Genesis Stone,’ and the death of Dr. Thaddeus Newman.”

“The addendum has been added as requested.”

“Many of my missions have involved lying, at least some form of deception. It’s a given requirement for an intelligence officer, for a spy. How am I going to work?”

Time froze for a moment.

“I will show you the way,” entered into his consciousness.

Buoyed by that word, Sterling left the room, walked through the common area of the Archives, and out the doors into the bright sunlight of a late autumn midday. He enjoyed the light warm breeze so much that he decided to bypass the nearby transit station and walk to the next one.

“It is still warm for this time of year. I’ll take it.”

His journey took him by a large park, an oasis in the city, a large grassy area covered by dry leaves and a forest of inviting trees, the breeze gently whistling through their branches, playing a music unequaled by any instrument, ensemble, or orchestra. Sterling slowed to savor the moment when a soft singing joined the chorus of the leaves.

Sterling followed the path down the hill off the throughway into the park, listening for the singing. He rounded a bend, coming to the top of an amphitheater cut into the hillside, in which were a hundred or so people. From them came the singing. He sat down on the leaf-covered grass some distance away from the group to listen.

They sang for twenty minutes, some sitting, some standing, some raising their hands. The mood of the songs ranged from somber to light-hearted, but always infused with a joyous spirit.

As the singing concluded, a middle-aged man with salt and pepper hair came forward to speak. He was harder to hear than the singing, so Sterling, straining to hear the man’s speech, made his way to the back of the group and took a seat.

He greeted people in the crowd but did not introduce himself; everyone seemed comfortable with him, and he was at ease with the people before him. He began to read from a tablet, a story that was familiar to Sterling, but this man repeatedly read “Jesus” where Yeshua’s name should have been. Gradually, Sterling realized that Jesus and Yeshua were the same: different names for the same person. Sterling had found himself among a group of people who also followed Yeshua, only by another name. Though he knew no one there, he began to feel companionship with them.

After the meeting had ended, he talked casually with people around him and made his way to the man who had read and spoken.

“Hello. I am Sterling Newman and I know the Jesus you talked about, but I do not have a copy of your reading. How may I obtain one?”

“I am Jason Holmes, pastor of this group. You are welcome among us anytime. We meet here weekly, at other places on other days. Do you live nearby?”

“My mother lives here. I travel often and am here only for a visit.”

“Well, I hope you will come to our gathering again while you are in town.” Passing Sterling a small chip, he said, “Here is information about us. This will tell you about our meetings. We would like to see you again.”

“About the reading?”

“Oh, yes,” Jason chuckled, “the reading.”

Reaching into a satchel on the ground, he produced a tablet. Giving it to Sterling, he smiled and said, “Here is a copy. Take this as our gift.”
“Thank you,” Sterling replied. “I have wanted one of these for awhile now.”

Sterling talked with a few other people in the gathering before walking to the next transit station to head home. 

 

 

Aries

 

“You are telling me, Galen, ah, ‘Mr. Prime Minister,’ that an interim government for Kirill has been formed, that you are working to secure Kirill’s military assets, but that there is question about a united Kirill?” Vincent asked, trying to digest what he had just heard, hoping that the translator had garbled the message. He set his mug of hot coffee on his desk.

“Yes, Councilor-General. We spent two days hammering out the framework for an interim government and agreeing to the wording for the referendum to decide if Kirill should be one planetary government within a year. Last night, we met with the leaders of the military who have pledged loyalty to Kirill to gain a feel for them and to try to figure out what the military loyal to Pragsmon might do.”

“Are you making progress? And call me Vincent when we are not in official functions.”

“Thank you, I will. And you, please call me Galen still. We are, we are making progress. We have a united planetary government with limited scope and limited lifespan, but which will function well enough to serve the needs of Kirill. The referendum will also force us to decide the fate of a united Kirill within sixty days.”

“That would be Alliance Date 34.326. What about the military problem?”

“Between the Resistance and the current military leaders who have disavowed Pragsmon and who want to work for Kirill, we have secured most of the resources.”

“Most?”

“There is a fleet on the Northeastern Continent that is still not totally secured. The admirals who have gone into hiding have the codes to use the ships. Pragsmon had dispersed the codes among his admirals and other military leaders to thwart any attempted mutiny.”

“A design that would have required the cooperation of multiple people?”

“Exactly, Vincent.”

“How are you dealing with this fleet?”

“We have the base closed down, and we keep watch on the ships all the time. We are trusting that we can prevent any of the admirals from commandeering the ships.”

“So, you anticipate an attempt to steal the ships?”

“Frankly, yes I do. This group of military personnel was particularly loyal to Pragsmon. I can see them trying to regain control of Kirill to establish their own empire or else to leave the planet to wreak havoc elsewhere. They might try to take over one of the five systems of Pragsmon’s Empire.”

“The Alliance would have an interest in keeping them from leaving Kirill, for the safety of our member planets, but we cannot interfere with Kirill’s internal affairs. We can send enough ships to form a blockade of the Empire, but that would not prevent an attack on your member systems.”

“That would not be a good idea now, Vincent. That would be seen as a threatening move by the Alliance. I do believe, though, that Commander Newman from your intelligence service might be able to help us.”

“How?”

“He could advise us on how to find our missing admirals and soldiers. Perhaps he could provide some intel himself with the devices on his ship.”

Vincent paused.

“I would have to clear that with the head of AIS. This would be an unprecedented use of our resources.”

“Vincent, I have learned enough about covert operations from my work on Kirill to know that ‘unprecedented use’ really means ‘unofficial use.’”

Vincent chuckled, leaned back in his chair, and took a long drink of coffee.

“I’ll discuss this with Admiral Ungar. What of the five systems that are also part of Kirill?”

“I do not know. There was great sentiment among the delegates to let them each be independent. I have communicated with leaders of the five systems. They each have managed to form some sort of working government to meet immediate needs, some better than others.”

“What do you mean?” Vincent asked, sitting forward in his chair.

“On some systems, the people are glad to be free of Pragsmon and understand the need for peace and calm, for an orderly transition; on other systems, there is less stability and there have been anarchists and other factions clashing for power. There is no compulsion on Kirill to manage these other systems. The end of a totalitarian empire solves one problem but creates a host of new problems. How do dominated people become free people? How far can the government of one planet control or influence people on its own planet or on other planets?”

“I must tell you that an attempt to bring Kirill into the Alliance now would be difficult. Most of our planetary systems have formed by one planet colonizing uninhabited planets or by independent planets coming together to form useful and mutually helpful unions. We have some, however, that were formed through conquest. There may be some Councilors who take a dim view of a system that has broken apart. They might feel that bringing in a disunited Kirill could foster discontent among their member planets. And I have no idea how the Alliance would deal with individual governments on a single planet. We just do not have any such planets in the Alliance.”

“I understand, Vincent. At present, we are not even considering joining with the Alliance.”

Taking up his mug of still hot coffee, Vincent thought a moment.

“I will speak with Admiral Ungar to see if AIS resources could be available for Kirill.”

“Very well,” responded Galen. “I hope to contact you soon.”

“Signing off.”

Vincent ended the comm link to Kirill.

Downing the last of his coffee, Vincent thought to himself, “Commander Newman has no idea the firestorm he has created on Kirill.”

 

 

Kirill

 

Malgan waited patiently for Admiral Pegasi’s image to appear on the monitor.

“Getting into this communications room is becoming more difficult,” Malgan thought. “I need to be especially careful.”

“Malgan, report,” Mu said firmly, dispensing with any formalities.

“Going well, Sir. They have been unnerved by the seemingly spontaneous activation of the starships. They do not know what to expect and are on edge that you might steal them.”

“Actually, I could steal them now, if that were my design, but that would not suit my purpose. Let the Resistance maintain them. I will take them when I am ready. Now, tell me particulars.”

“The delegates have returned to their continents carrying a referendum for the future of Kirill. There is division about a united Kirill. There will be a referendum in fifty-nine days to decide the matter.”

“Good. That gives us time. Continue.”

“The Prime Minister spoke with the leaders of the military who have pledged fidelity to Kirill and, for the time being at least, to Galen and his efforts to create a new Kirill.”

“Their fleet outnumbers ours, so we will have to be cunning in the use of our limited assets, Malgan. We will expand our scope of operation soon, which will keep them guessing. And what of the Alliance?”

“There is no plan to join the Alliance now: Kirill is too unstable. We are on our own.”

“Also, good. We can deal with the remainder of the Empire and with the Alliance once we have retaken Kirill. As long as we keep our affairs internal, they will leave us alone.”

“New orders, Sir?”

“No. Continue your current operation. Let me know should any important developments occur. We will keep our communications to a minimum to avoid detection, but you are my eyes and ears on the Prime Minister and his Resistance.”

“Yes, Sir. Malgan out.”

Mu Pegasi vanished from the monitor. Malgan shut down the communications center, exited the room, peering into the still darkened hallway before entering it fully, and quietly walked down the corridor to the lift, ready to continue the double life of the mission.

 


Chapter 12: Alliance Date 34.268

Borela

 

Councilor Chockdal Du sat in his large, comfortable chair gazing out the windows of his office. His old chair creaked a bit when he swiveled or leaned in it. The rich brown leather always felt inviting and reassuring, the cushioning just right for his ample frame. Du liked his well-worn chair: he liked its comfort and its smell, and he especially liked that it was old, handed down from his grandfather through his father. Du liked old things. They reminded him of stability, a commodity seemingly in short supply recently.

The sun setting in the east shone brilliantly in gold and orange that illuminated the rows of low-hanging clouds.

“‘The glory of the gods,’ my grandfather would say, were he here to witness this spectacle of nature,” Du spoke to himself.

Amidst his musing, he suddenly and quite unexpectedly had the thought, “How opposite are Borela and Creon. We revolve around the same star exactly opposite from each other, at exactly the same velocity. They cannot see us, and we cannot see them with a simple telescope.”

Rising, walking toward the window, his hands clasped behind him, he continued his thought, “We are large, rugged, fierce people; they are smaller, stalwart but much less rugged, much less intimidating, yet just as intelligent, just as refined as we.”

Standing with arms akimbo, Du followed the course of the sun toward the horizon.

“Almost time to go home,” he thought. “Just one more interview on this late afternoon. I wish I had not granted this request; I should have made the envoy from the trade group wait until tomorrow.”

His aide interrupted his silence, “The trade group envoy is here, Councilor.”

“Good, show her in so we can finish this soon. Perhaps I can get to the heart of the matter quickly. We can make another appointment later, earlier in the day, to discuss the details.”

A young woman in a crisp white top and slacks entered the room quickly. She held out her hands, palms down, in the traditional Borelan greeting of an inferior to a superior.

“Councilor Chockdal, thank you for seeing me on this short notice. My business is urgent, and I appreciate your time. I am Maxine Gobel.”

As Du returned her greeting, Maxine passed a small tablet into his right hand without a word. Du closed his palm around it, looking at her inquisitively.

“The solar spectrum is wonderful this time of day. Just right,” Maxine said matter-of-factly.

Du found this small talk curious, but he had experienced enough negotiations to recognize a hidden meaning in the words.

Turning back toward the window, he held up his hands, stretching them toward the setting sun, carefully holding the small tablet so that the sunlight could filter through it, while taking care not to expose the tablet to the security cameras in the room.

 After considering the tablet for a few moments, Du turned toward Maxine, sat in his chair, and motioned for her to sit in the chair at his desk. His hands touched the underside of the desktop as he sat down.

“Now, Envoy Gobel, I have disabled the security system in this room in such a way that no one will be able to detect that I have done so. I am taking a great risk, but let me warn you: I can be a fierce opponent in a fight, and I am always armed. I am trusting the message on your tablet is genuine, so convey your message to me.”

“Thank you, Councilor. I am not from the trade group actually, but am here at the request of Councilor Armena Sandal, from Creon. She is greatly concerned about the stability of the Alliance in the wake of the incident with Kirill. She wants to talk with you, secretly, to see if Borela and Creon may reach agreement on how to proceed, specifically, on a plan to preserve and strengthen the Alliance. She believes that if Borela and Creon present a positive, united position at the Council meeting on 34.283, many systems will be reassured and will give Councilor-General Mondras and the Alliance a chance.”

“How and where does she propose to have this meeting?” asked Chockdal, staring at Maxine.

“Instructions are contained on the tablet, which can be activated using your Borelan security number combined with your Borelan birthdate.”

“Councilor Sandal is resourceful,” he laughed. “I will use the tablet. When is the next activation window?”

“This time tomorrow,” responded Maxine.

Rising, she said to Du, “Thank you for meeting me and considering cooperation with Councilor Sandal. The channel which the tablet will open to Councilor Sandal will be secure, undetectable.”

“You are welcome, Envoy Gobel,” he said rising to bid her farewell. “But many things thought to be undetectable in fact are detectable. Why did Councilor Sandal send you, a synthetic, to convey this message?”

Maxine cocked her head to one side and threw Du an inquisitive look.

“I can hear your irises contract and dilate,” Chockdal said in response. “We Borelans have exquisite hearing. You are an excellent synthetic, but you are not undetectable.”

“She knows that I have no emotions, so fear nothing as an organic does. I cannot be made to divulge information. If needed, I can self-destruct. I have worked with Councilor Sandal for many years. She trusts me explicitly.”

“And, do you trust her?”

“Yes, I do. She has proven herself true and honorable. I do trust her.”

“Then you do have at least one emotion, for trust is partly rational, partly emotional.”

Maxine stared at Du, processing that thought.

She turned and exited the room as quickly as she had entered. Du sat in his old, leather chair feeling its stability as he reactivated the security system, rubbing the tablet in his palm, pleased with Councilor Sandal’s spunk and ingenuity.

“A worthy adversary; perhaps a worthy ally. There may be a chance yet, as the Mangkon had hoped.”

He swiveled toward the window in time to witness the darkness envelop the world as the sun set below the distant horizon.

 

 

Earth

 

Sterling and Armena had exchanged universal message codes on the transport, so he had sent her a message asking to talk by comm link. He hoped that the secure comm link set she had sent would work.

He never knew if there would be a jumble in the message transmissions. While he waited for the transmission to complete, he felt his face redden as he recalled a time when a slight error in the comm link set had him talking to someone on Zeron.

“Oh, hi,” came Armena’s voice over the comm link before her face had materialized.

“Hello, Armena,” Sterling replied. Once the link was complete, he said, “You are looking well.”

“Thanks. You are too.”

Sterling enjoyed talking by comm links because the system translated the transmission on the receiver’s end. People could speak in their native language, which was always much better for good conversation than speaking in Galcom, the vernacular of the galaxy which had developed a hundred years ago to help facilitate trade and meetings.

“How is your visit with your family?” Armena asked.

“It has been good, a solid good. We are working to rebuild our relationships. I had not been home for ten years, but being together has been good for us.”

“What has made the difference?” Armena inquired.

“Yeshua has,” replied Sterling. “Because of Him, my attitude is right, which has helped everyone else be in an amiable spirit. We have enjoyed being together. What about you, Armena?”

“Me? Well, I had a tearful reunion with my cousins and other family. We had a memorial service for my father. It was beneficial to finally have some closure. We comforted each other and remembered that Father is with Seishu, so we are without despair. It was encouraging to meet with other believers after the past few weeks’ turmoil.”

Sterling noticed that Armena seemed tired, not at ease.

“And is there more?” he asked.

“Yes, there is. President Zindar has charged me with forming an alliance with Councilor Chockdal before the Council meeting on 283. He believes, as do I, that solidarity between Creon and Borela in support of the Alliance will do much to help stabilize matters.”

“283? You mean 280?”

“No, the meeting has been changed to 34.283. Councilor-General Mondras wanted to give the Councilors a little more time to rest and to confer with their governments, and he also wanted to give the impression of calm at the top of the Council. No need to seem too hasty to meet. I think that he also wanted to give me more time to talk with Councilor Chockdal. You seemed surprised about this change, Sterling. So I knew something before the AIS agent,” she teased. “I feel special.” She chuckled aloud, and Sterling laughed too.

“Guess I missed that info. I have been disconnected here. Are you making progress talking to Councilor Chockdal?” Sterling asked, serious again.

“Let us say that I have initiated a plan and hope to see some fruit soon.”

“I understand,” Sterling replied. “Keep me posted as you are able.”

After a moment, Sterling continued, “Armena, I found a group of people who follow Yeshua here, though they call Him Jesus.”

“Really?” Armena almost shouted. “How?”

“It was by accident, really. I came upon an outdoor meeting walking home after a trip to the library. They were followers of Yeshua. After the meeting the leader gave me a chip with information about the group, including the times and locations for smaller gatherings. I decided to go to one. I felt lost, initially, but they were welcoming. Until then, my relationship with Yeshua had been private, or only shared with you or my family. Being with other people who knew Yeshua was different, encouraging. I have started to read the book they gave me. It is surreal to read the parts that I actually experienced.”

“Sterling,” Armena said, “It is good, fundamentally good, to hear you talk about this. Sometimes I think that Seishu is only on Creon. To know that He really is present on other planets, that He has followers there, though they call Him by different names, thrills my heart.”

Sterling noticed that Armena no longer seemed weighted. She was lighter, more joyful. They talked long into the night—Sterling on Earth and Armena on Creon—experiencing the fellowship of the One they both followed.


Chapter 13: Alliance Date 34.270

Kirill

Primary Military Base, Northeastern Continent

 

Lieutenant Anson Wilchow, wearing a captain’s uniform, glided the hovercraft to the lighted checkpoint at the main entrance to the base. A guard slowly walked out of his hut to the hovercraft. He saluted Anson, but without the crispness due a Captain.

Anson returned the salute and handed a disc to the guard, who began the required scan.

“I am Captain Shing, and these,” pointing to the several hover-transports partially shrouded by the darkness behind him, “are the companies coming from Gordune Base on the southern end of the continent to reinforce this garrison,” Anson said. “You know, the base that everyone hates to see but is glad to leave.”

The guard managed a smile as he returned the disc to Anson.

“Yes, Captain, I was stationed there once, and I understand the Captain’s comments, with all due respect.”

“Thank you, Specialist, but you need to carry yourself in a manner more befitting a soldier. Come quickly from the guard hut, make your salute crisp and definite. Work on that: I’ll check back here soon to see your improvement.”
“Yes, Sir,” the specialist said, snapping to full attention and giving a crisp, respectable salute as Anson powered his hovercraft onto the post.

Three hover-transports glided past the rattled guard into the darkness of the base.

“That went well,” Anson said to Sergeant Harrison Browsill who was seated beside him in the hovercraft.

“Yes, Sir,” he replied. “Our contact in the military took care of the orders and our identification. They are none the wiser.”

“Nor will they be. Now, to work.”

Anson guided the transports across the base. Once well inside, he detoured from the route to the barracks and headed for the spaceport itself.

Speaking on a comm link, Anson informed his troops, “We are here now. Soon, we will gain access to the spaceport. You know your jobs. We have rehearsed this night in simulators for many days. I hope that you all survive, though I know, in reality, that many of you may give your lives for our cause. For your bravery, I commend you. Tonight, we begin to reclaim Kirill for the Empire!”

Anson drove through the darkness, reviewing the plan, making note of every detail, checking his time. They would need to start as scheduled and keep to it. Their window of opportunity was narrow.

Pulling up to the checkpoint at the spaceport, Anson turned to Harrison, “Remember, kill or incapacitate the guards, it doesn’t matter which, but be sure to keep them from activating any alarms. We must be swift and silent.”

Harrison nodded understanding and agreement.

The guard came from her hut, gave Anson a crisper salute than he had received at the main entrance, and asked for his disc.

Handing it to her, he set his maser to stun.

Harrison started to shake and gasp, placing his hands to his throat.

“Quick, Lieutenant, get your partner from the hut so we can remove my sergeant from the hovercraft. He is having a breathing spasm. He will die if I do not give him medication, but I cannot do it in the hovercraft.”

The guard motioned for her companion to come from the hut as Anson jumped out and ran to the other side of the hovercraft. Anson and the guard pulled Harrison onto the ground as the specialist from the hut arrived. Anson bent down beside Harrison and deftly pulled out his maser, pretending to prepare to give him an injection.

At that moment, Harrison sat up, pulled his maser, and shot the specialist, who fell to the ground lifeless. Simultaneously, Anson turned his maser and shot the lieutenant, who jerked, crumpling to the ground, motionless, but alive.

“My good deed for the day,” he said, helping Harrison to stand. Two troops from the first hover-transport ran to their side and quickly relieved the downed soldiers of their weapons, scanned their fingerprints and retinae, ran into the hut, and opened the gate.

Anson and Harrison jumped into the hovercraft and led the convoy into the spaceport as the two troops who had opened the gate threw themselves into passing hover-transports.

No alarms had sounded. The team had managed their second objective undetected.

Speeding through the darkness, Anson could see the five Pragsmon-class cruisers resting silently on the tarmac, surrounded by twenty-five small fighter ships. At his signal, the hover-transports broke away from the line to encircle the ships, staying in the darkness.

“There is no indication that they see us. Our contact has disabled their sensors. They are completely unaware that we are here,” Anson said as he pulled into position.

At his signal, a group of five troops jumped out of hover-transport one, which sped away silently. The five commandos hurried stealthily toward the entrance of the main hangar and crouched low to the ground.

As soon as the three hover-transports had reached their assigned positions, Anson gave the signal. At once, swift as lightning, the five commandos blew open the door to the main hangar, rushing in to catch unawares the fifteen soldiers inside. The commandos fired swiftly and accurately, killing or disabling all of the soldiers in the hangar. They rushed to the control center, where with a few finger presses on a console they plunged the spaceport into total darkness.

At the same moment, troops from the three hover-transports, guided through the night by infrared goggles, sped like ants from a disturbed mound toward the twenty-five fighter ships. The guards they encountered they quickly shot, though a few guards managed to fire into the blackness toward the troops’ footfalls, inflicting only a few casualties.

Once they had eliminated the guards, the troops placed explosive charges on the wings and engines of the fighters, set the timers, and ran as quickly as possible toward the five cruisers.

Pilots leapt from the hover-transports, running for the cruisers. Anson opened a transponder and entered the codes to activate them. The ships quickly sprang to life, internal lights glowing through windows, external lights illuminating the ground around them, entry doors opening, and engines roaring to life.

As planned, the pilots dispersed to the control center of the giant ships while Anson, Harrison, and the troops boarded the nearest vessel. Anson joined the pilot in the control center, checked his transponder, and gave the order to go.

Twenty-five fighters erupted into a blaze of red-orange and blue explosions as the charges detonated on cue.

Watching the fireworks from the control center, Anson thought, “This will be a short trip if the force shields are not down.”

The five cruisers lifted quickly from the tarmac and sped in an arc toward the star-filled black sky above them. As they reached the base’s force shield perimeter, the ships zoomed into the night, the shields temporarily disabled.

On the ground, at other parts of the base, squadrons at two secondary spaceports began to scramble for their fighters. As the explosions of the fighters at the main spaceport filled the night with booms and flashes, pilots made for their own ships. By the time they had powered up, the cruisers had passed the perimeter of the force shield.

The pilots, now loyal to the new order on Kirill, sped toward their former comrades, intent on keeping the cruisers from leaving the base.

Anson smiled as he looked back to the base from his seat in the control center to see three fighters explode into brilliant blue balls as they ran into the now reconstituted force shield. By the time the central base had pulled down the force shield, the cruisers had engaged their shrouding systems and sped into the night, headed toward Admiral Pegasi’s secret underground base. The fighters followed vainly, but soon gave up pursuit.

“Excellent, Lieutenant Wilchow. Excellent work,” Mu spoke toward the airscreen, sitting on the edge of his seat. “Were you able to take all five cruisers?”

“Yes, Admiral, all five.”

“Casualties?”

“We lost only two of our commandos.”

“And her?”

“Stunned only, not killed.”

“Thank you,” Mu said, leaning back into his chair, breathing a sigh of relief.

 

 

Thendor

AIS Galactic Monitoring Facility

 

Lieutenant Sharpa and a dozen other technicians watched the screens at their consoles in the dimly lit monitoring room. This was his third week of listening for distress signals sent by disabled vehicles in sectors 10, 11, and 12. He had responded to the few signals from sectors 10 and 11 by notifying Alliance ships nearby to help. He was glad that his four-week rotation was almost at an end. Sharpa liked working with the busier sectors.

“What’s this?” he asked himself with a start. A signal originating on planet 12-C had been detected by the multiphase galactic array.

“But that is an uninhabited planet,” he thought to himself. “A ship must have made an emergency landing there.”

He analyzed the signal but found it not to be one with which he, or his computer, was familiar.

“I’ll run a broader scan of the signal, looking for non-Alliance vessels and older ships,” he muttered to himself.

The computer seemed to take forever, but returned an answer in less than half a second.

“That cannot be. Crazy computer algorithm. I’ll run it again.”

The computer returned with the same answer, but in only a nanosecond.

“Lieutenant Sharpa, this distress signal is from the Creon ship Arsenade, which was last detected 180 Alliance years…”

“Before the inception of the Alliance,” Sharpa finished the computer’s sentence.

“Captain Broga, you need to see this,” Sharpa called out aloud, causing everyone to turn a head in his direction.

Broga came to Sharpa’s console and examined the information that the computer had given him. “This is almost impossible. Are you certain?” he addressed the computer.

“Yes, Captain,” spoke the computer. “We have in our memory banks many signal libraries archived for older vessels, particularly ones of historical or scientific interest. Would you like more information on the Arsenade?”

“I know some of it,” declared Broga. “The ship and a large contingent left Creon, apparently over a rift with the Creon authority over a device that their scientific community had developed.”

“Correct, Captain. A group of scientists had developed a device they called the qi vortex,” the computer informed Broga. “There is no information about the development of the device, what it did, or how it worked: all records about the development of the device were totally erased or taken away when the contingent, led by Thrail Sandal, realized that the device, while having great potential for commerce, also had terrifying potential as a weapon. The Creon authority wanted to gain control of the qi vortex, but Sandal feared it would become weaponized.”

“So Sandal and a large group from his scientific community escaped Creon with the device and all known records concerning the vortex,” continued Broga, speaking now to the computer, to Sharpa, and to all of the other monitors who had gathered around Sharpa’s console. “It must have taken a long time to travel from Creon to 12-C: the light speed barrier had just been broken. How did they make it that far to 12-C, and why was no one able to follow them or detect them?”

As he headed toward the door, Broga said, “The Admiral will want to know about this.”

When the door swooshed open, he stopped, turned, and spoke authoritatively, “And this, especially this, is to remain in this room. Am I understood?” 

With an affirmative from all of the monitors, he left the room.


Chapter 14: Alliance Date 34.271

Kirill

 

Cali first noticed the softness of the surface on which she lay. She then registered a steady low-volume beeping coming from behind and over her. As she moved, she felt a deep pain in her left shoulder. Trying to move her arms and legs, Cali felt the ache in all her limbs. She decided to lie motionless: it felt better than moving.

Presently, she heard voices nearby and noticed that the lighting around her was muted, but the light at the voices seemed brighter. Slowly she opened her eyes. The light from the station across the room was too bright, so she turned her attention to her immediate surroundings.

Cali determined that she was in a bed in an unfamiliar room. She tried to remember last night, what had happened.

“I was on duty at the spaceport checkpoint. A convoy pulled up, and a captain handed me a disc,” she thought. “Then, what happened?”

As Cali was trying to sort and organize her memory, a man came to her side.

“You are awake! Good. Do you want something to drink?”

Cali sensed her dry mouth and responded, “Yes, thank you, that would be nice. Where am I?”

Reaching for the water pitcher, he replied, “I am Gildron, your nurse. You are in the base hospital. Here, let me sit you up a little.”

The head of Cali’s bed silently pushed her more into a sitting position as she took the glass of water the nurse offered her. Taking a sip, she felt the cold water refresh her more than water ever had before.

“I was on duty. How did I end up here?”

“There was an attack on the spaceport. You were wounded, stunned actually. I’ll bet that your sore left shoulder tells you where you took the shot.”

Touching her left shoulder with her right hand, Cali felt a cool dressing.

“You have a deep burn there, but the biomembrane will have that healed up today.”

“My specialist?”

Gildron grabbed a chair and sat beside Cali’s bed.

“He died. The blast he took was set to kill; the one that hit you was apparently set to stun. Many of the guards at the spaceport died.”

Sitting up, Cali exclaimed, “Died? What happened?”

“From what I have heard, the commandos destroyed all of the fighters on the ground and took the cruisers.”

“Did we stop them?”
“No. They escaped and our other fighters lost track of them.”

Cali fell back into the softness of the bed. Thinking of her specialist, her eyes welled with tears.

“I will let you rest for a few minutes, but there are some people from the government who want to talk with you. I’ll let them in when you are ready.”

“Thank you,” she said to the nurse as he walked back to his station.
It had been a long time since she had witnessed the death of a fellow soldier. Under Emperor Pragsmon, there had been relative peace on the planet, but there had been fighting when he worked to gain control of the five other systems. Closing her eyes, she recalled some of those battles: the sounds, the cries, the maimed and dead soldiers. When the Emperor was killed, she decided to stay with the new Kirill, hoping for peace for everyone. She had often thought that the Emperor placed intrusive restrictions on the people, controlled their lives through fear. Secretly, she had always longed for a change.

“Well, here it is. Don’t know if I like it much either,” she thought.

Calling, she said loudly enough to be heard, “Nurse Gildron, I’ll see my waiting visitors now.”

She took a longer drink of the cold water and finished composing herself.

Momentarily, Galen walked through the opening door of the room. Nurse Gildron escorted him to the side of her bed. Galen sat in the chair and scooted it closer to the bed as Gildron returned to his station.

“I am Galen, the interim Prime Minister for Kirill,” he began.

Cali managed to sit up more, then raised the head of her bed to give her support so she would not have to work to stay in her new position.

“Yes. I have seen your face on the news. I understand that you were involved in the battle that resulted in Emperor Pragsmon’s death. Now you are Prime Minister?”

“Correct on both counts,” he said with a slight blush coming across his face. “I am here today to ask you about the events of last night. I can tell you that later today, Admiral Kaitos is sending people from the military to debrief you. I wanted to see you first to thank you for joining us in the new Kirill and to see if you could tell me briefly what happened.”

“What happened or what I remember?” asked Cali. “For you and for Admiral Kaitos’ personnel, that will be brief. A convoy with appropriate orders arrived at the checkpoint. A sergeant started to have trouble breathing. The captain, my specialist, and I pulled him from the hovercraft so the captain could give him some medication. Next, I felt a pain in my left shoulder as I watched my specialist take a strong maser fire to the chest. Next thing that I remember is waking up in here.”

“Is that all?”

“That’s it, Sir,” she replied.

“Well, thank you, lieutenant. I’ll leave now so you can rest before your debriefing. May I check on you from time-to-time?”

“Yes, Sir. You are the Prime Minister!” Cali said smiling. “That would be good. Thank you.”

Rising from his seat, Galen placed his hands on hers for a moment before turning to head for the door.

“Sir,” Cali said.

Galen stopped and turned toward her. “Yes, lieutenant?”

“Did you stop by to see me because I am the only survivor of the attack?”

“You are the only survivor, but I came hoping to gain as much information about the attack as you could give me.”

As Galen turned and left the room, Cali lowered the head of her bed and sank into its softness.

Crying softly to herself, she thought, “Why me? Why me?”

As she began to drift off to sleep, Cali mused, “Maybe I do know.”

 

 

“Lieutenant Wilchow,” Admiral Pegasi began, “At ease; sit down.”

As Anson sat in a plush armchair, Mu walked from behind his desk and took a seat beside him.

“Your raid was an outstanding success! You brought the five Pragsmon-class cruisers to our base safely and destroyed an entire squadron of fighters, with minimal loss of our personnel. Well done!”

“Thank you, Admiral. I am glad to be able to serve you and Kirill.”

“Now, Lieutenant, I have another assignment for you.”

“Sir, what is it?”

“I want you to take your commandos to Ganamex, to the Southeastern Continent, to cause some mayhem.”

“How so?”

“I want you to raid the base there, destroy some fighters, cripple one of the starships. Then, I want you to destroy the primary power supply station for Amex, the capital of Ganamex.”

Anson sat considering the objectives, beginning to run in his mind the tactics involved and supplies needed.

Mu continued, “But I want you to accomplish the mission dressed as militia from the Northeastern Continent, not as Kirill military.”

“May I ask why, Sir?”

“I understand that there is concern that the Northeastern Continent favors a central government for Kirill because they want to use it to gain complete control of Kirill. Now, whether this idea is really true or not, I do not care, but the fact that the idea is out there, in some people’s minds, can be an advantage for us, if we use it properly.”

Rising, Mu walked slowly behind Anson and continued, “If we cause disruption on Ganamex, and make it look as if militia from the Northeastern Continent carried out the raids, we will have sown discord among the continents. Anything we can do to keep them from uniting will help us until we strike to recover the planet for our cause.”

Anson responded, “If we are captured, we would be labeled as spies, if they discovered our true identities.”

“I am aware of that, Lieutenant, but it is a necessary risk. I want you to be identified as Northeasterners by their security system, but I want you to cover your faces so they will have more difficulty identifying you.”

“Why not use our masks?”

“Only the military has those. You have to appear to be militia, so use something else to cover or disguise your faces.”

As Mu completed his circle of the room and sat again behind his desk, Anson pondered the mission, considering its risks.

“With this added responsibility, should come added honor, Lieutenant, so I am promoting you to the rank of Captain. Congratulations!”

Standing at attention, Anson said, “Thank you, Admiral. I will work to remain deserving of this honor.”

“Very well, Captain,” Mu said. “Plan your attack, gather your personnel and supplies, leave for Ganamex as soon as possible. Remain silent: no communications with us once you leave until you return to our base.”

“Understood,” Anson replied as he saluted and turned to head for the office door.

“And Captain,” Mu noted, “Thank you, again, for taking care of her.”

Pausing as he was about to pass through the doorway, Anson said, “You are welcome, Sir.” Anson passed into the outer room, closed the door behind him, and began to plan his mission.

 


Chapter 15: Alliance Date 34.273

Earth

AIS Earth Headquarters

 

Sterling sat in the blue fabric, pedestaled chair, his arms resting on the slick composite table. The room was lighted just enough to be comfortable. No windows graced the walls or afforded a view of the ocean that lapped the shore a few kilometers away. Sterling was still tired from the abruptly arranged overnight trip across the Atlantic Ocean.

The door swooshed open. In walked quickly a small entourage led by a tall, dark-skinned man with thick black hair.

“Admiral Ungar,” Sterling said, surprised, as he rose quickly from his seat to salute the head of the Alliance Intelligence Service.

“Take your seat, Commander,” the Admiral ordered as he himself sat across the table from Sterling. The remainder of the entourage followed suit.

“I apologize that we had to pull you so abruptly from your leave, but an event has occurred which needs your urgent attention.”

“Something related to the upcoming Council meeting on 283?”

“Not yet; maybe another day.”

Admiral Ungar looked keenly at Sterling.

“We rushed you here so that I could present this assignment to you in person, in a secure room, with no transmissions or recordings.”

“What is it, Admiral?”

“Three days ago, the Galactic Monitoring Facility on Thendor picked up an unusual transmission from the multiphase galactic array. A locator signal from a vessel had been detected originating from planet 12-C.”

Sterling leaned forward, interrupting, “That is an uninhabited planet far out in Sector 12. What was a ship doing there, and what do you need me for regarding a locator signal?”

“Correct questions, Commander. The locator signal is from an old Creon vessel, the Arsenade.”

Sterling furrowed his brow and turned his head slightly right, searching his mind. This name seemed familiar.

“The vessel left Creon on OED 2260. The vessel carried a large contingent of disgruntled scientists and others who had a disagreement with the Creon authority. Neither they nor the Arsenade were heard from again,” Admiral Ungar said.

“Why did they leave?” asked Sterling.

“As best we can tell, this group of scientists had developed a device that could alter transportation in the galaxy beyond any invention at that time. Recall that the light speed barrier had only recently been broken then. Travel across the galaxy was easier, and worlds were coming into contact out of their local groups but still took longer than today’s hyperdrive systems. This device, though, apparently could transport objects anywhere across the galaxy in incredibly short times. These scientists and their friends were concerned the Creon authority would take control of the device and use it for ulterior purposes. So, they took it and all the records of its development with them on the vessel Arsenade.”

“So now you have a confirmed signal from this vessel that has been missing for 184 years?”

“Yes, confirmed.”

“Do you believe that the device somehow enabled them to cross the great distance from Creon to 12-C?”

“Yes, we are considering that as a possibility, which would mean that this device has more potential for travel than even hyperdrive.”

“My mission?”

“To go to 12-C, find the Arsenade, locate the device, and return it and all records you can find in the vessel to Thendor, without being noticed, of course. We are sending a select group from AIS with you: specialists in vessels and computers of antiquity, in the RF series, and in astrophysics.”

Gazing at the others in the room for the first time, Sterling nodded in recognition to Dr. Powell and Dr. Adamus.

“You know Dr. Powell and Dr. Adamus. Also on your team will be Dr. Benjamin Norgood, a specialist in vessels and computers of antiquity. We will also send three technicians,” Admiral Ungar informed Sterling.

“My RF unit, even if you had it here, would not be adequate to transport all of us. As for the device: we do not even know its size.”

“Yes, Commander Newman, we are aware of that. We have outfitted a ship with enough room for all of you and for the device. The ship has shrouding, so you will travel undetected.”

“Commander,” Admiral Ungar continued, “We need you to retrieve this device and the records with it as soon as possible. We are concerned that someone, however improbable, may have detected the locator signal from the Arsenade and will attempt to retrieve the device. Especially with the unrest in the Alliance caused by the problem with Pragsmon on Kirill, we need to secure this device as quickly as possible. We will finish reconfiguring your ship tomorrow. You leave on 282 from the AIS station on the Northwestern Continent.”

Answering his unspoken question, Admiral Ungar said, “Commander, you will have time to bid farewell to your family, as will all of you.”

Directing his gaze toward the group, “We expect silence about this mission. Discuss it with no one outside of this room. My aide will dispense your mission briefing.”

The Admiral rose and left the room as quickly as he had entered; his aide then handed each person in the room a hand-sized tablet containing information needed for the mission.

 

 

Later, on Earth

The Newmans’ Home

 

Sterling tossed his travel bag onto the chair in his room. The house was quiet at this late hour, and he longed to crawl into bed and sleep. He was tired from his quick trip across the continent and was glad that his mother was asleep. He would tell her of the change in plans tomorrow.

Before pulling back his covers, he decided to contact Armena.

Sitting at the desk, he activated the comm link, entered her info, and waited for the connection to complete.

A sleepy Armena Sandal greeted him, “Hello, Sterling.” Yawning and stretching, she continued, “Your call woke me, and I almost dismissed it, but decided to answer when I saw it was you.”

She turned on a lamp on the table and brushed back her hair.

“What’s on your mind? What time is it there?”

“It seems it is as late here as it is there. I have made a cross-continent trip today courtesy of AIS.”

“Sounds like a wonderful way to spend a day!”

“Yes, if you like flying around and receiving surprises.”
“Surprises? What sort of surprises?”

Sterling paused before answering.

“I cannot go into much detail, but the AIS is sending me on a mission. I will not be at the Council meeting on 283. They will send someone else in my place.”

Hearing this news, Armena sat up straighter, took a deep breath, and exhaled, pursing her lips.

“Well, that is not what I wanted to hear. I was looking forward to seeing you at the Council meeting. I can use your moral support.”

“I am really sorry about this, but I do not have any control over this assignment. I hate to be secretive, but I will tell you more, if I am able, later.”

“I know, the life of a spy.”

“Or a diplomat.”

She laughed, “True, true. I will miss our conversations, and having my own personal spy.”

Sterling chuckled, “And I like having my own personal diplomat. I will pray for you. I know that this Council meeting will be stressful for you.”

“Stressful is an understatement! The future of the Alliance depends on this meeting.”

She paused. “Sorry for the drama. I will appreciate your prayers, and I know that Seishu will be with me. I do not have to do this alone.”

“I do not know how long this mission will take, but I will contact you as soon as I am able.”

“Thanks. I will pray for you, too. Be safe.”

They looked at each other in silence, not wanting the call to end, but knowing they needed to get some rest to prepare for the next day.

“Bye, Armena.”

“Bye, Sterling.”

Their screens went blank. Armena turned off her lamp and snuggled back under her covers. Sterling turned out his light, pulled back his covers, and crawled into bed.

One Life permeates the universe. A Life ever sensed by those attuned to it, a Life Whose song penetrates the emptiness between the galaxies, and Who binds together all Who follow Him. A Life ever present through all time, through all space: the One, the Sustainer, the Omnipresent, the Creator. The galaxy intoned—deep, low, imperceptible to all but those inclined to hear. The great arms of the galaxy hurled through space, held together by a force ancient, immutable, emanating from the One. Sterling perceived the galaxy pulsing with a life unseen by most, generated by the One, pervasive, binding together all who know His presence. Bound together by this Life, both were soon asleep, in a deep, satisfying, soul-refreshing sleep.


Chapter 16: Alliance Date 34.274

Earth

The Newmans’ Home

 

Sterling stood beside his bed, packing the last few items of clothing into his travel bag, thinking about his time at home with his family. He did not hear Allison softly come behind him. She reached around, giving him a tight hug.

“I am going to miss you, Sterling,” she said as he relaxed in her embrace, “more than I have missed you all these years that you have stayed away. I had become accustomed to you being gone, to talking only over comm links. I have truly enjoyed having you here at home.”

Sterling placed his hands on his mother’s and squeezed them gently. He said, “I know, Mom, I feel the same way, but I will make it a priority to come home between missions to see you and to see Maureen and her family.”

“Will you, Sterling?”

Turning around, placing his hands on Allison’s shoulders, he said, “Yes! Yes, I will. Before, I stayed away because I never knew how to view Dad’s death, never knew how to give you any answers or comfort.”

Placing his right hand gently on her chin, and looking her directly in her eyes, which were filling with tears, he said, “I may still not have all the answers, or all of the comfort you need, but I know Someone now Who does. Yeshua has changed my life, my outlook, my priorities. I know now that I need to demonstrate my love for you in tangible ways, so I will be back. As soon as possible.”

He sat on the edge of the bed and motioned for her to join him.

“Where are you off to now? Why did they cut your leave short?”

Smiling, Sterling said, “Now, Mom! You know I cannot tell you that.”

“Never hurts to ask,” she chuckled.

“Something important has happened. The AIS wants me to look into it. I do not know how long I will be, but as soon as I can, I will contact you, so keep that comm link turned on.”

“When do you have to leave?”

“Early tomorrow. I depart Earth later tomorrow. So, call Maureen and have her, Jim, and Thad come over for dinner. We can order out, have it delivered, so you will not have to spend a lot of time in the kitchen preparing a meal and cleaning afterward.”

“But I enjoy preparing meals. And I even enjoy cooking once in a while. I even like cleaning. Well, some cleaning. I do not prepare meals all that much anymore. Mostly, I help Maureen when we are together or I fix a little for myself.”

“Yes, I know that you like to prepare dinner, and that you like to cook. In fact, you are the best cook I know, but I thought we would take the time, before Maureen and her family arrive, to go for a leisurely walk. I want to enjoy our afternoon, and I want to tell you about Yeshua.”

“That will be fine, Sterling. I would enjoy a leisurely walk with you. I would like to hear about Yeshua. And about, what is her name, Armena? I heard you talking with her several times while you have been here.”

“Mom!” Sterling protested.

“Come on,” Allison interrupted, “Put on your walking shoes and let’s go! You can tell me more as we walk.”


Chapter 17: Alliance Date 34.275

AIS Station

Northwestern Continent, Earth

 

When Sterling entered the hangar, he immediately focused his thoughts on the mission ahead of him. He put aside his thoughts of his family. This could turn into a difficult mission, not because of the objective itself, but because of these six people he had to manage. He was accustomed to working alone or with a close, trusted partner like Guthrie, or with a good, but small, crew. Working with six people whom he did not know, whom he did not trust, was not his picture of an ideal team.

“I wonder how many of them have had deep space flight experience?”

He inspected the large ship in the hangar bay. It was an older, small cruiser, capable of holding its own in a fight while having the capacity to carry several crew members and a sizable amount of cargo.

“I hope that we do not have to fight anyone. This ship may be rugged and well-armed, but it is no match for most attack vessels or my RF.”

Sterling entered the ship and made his way to the bridge. He had reviewed the data and flight information for the Phoenix on his trip to the AIS station. His first officer and helmsman saluted him as he entered the bridge. Although the Phoenix could be piloted by a single person, Sterling was glad to have some help.

Returning their salute, Sterling recognized Captain Shondra Crae and Lieutenant Stephen Jones from previous encounters through AIS.

“At ease,” Sterling said. “Sit, so we can talk before our passengers arrive.”

“You have been briefed on the mission?”

“Yes, Sir,” Crae replied. “We are taking a group of scientists to 12-C to recover the qi vortex device from the old Creon ship, Arsenade. Our mission is to recover the device intact, retrieve all available data and instructions for the device, and, with all due respect, Sir, keep the scientists free from harm.”

Sterling laughed, “That sums it up, but we will keep the last part of that, about possible harm, to ourselves.”

“Affirmative, Sir,” replied Crae.

Sterling knew Crae to be a capable officer who could be trusted in a bind. She was one of the best officers from Borela in the AIS.

“And you, Lieutenant Jones, how are you?” asked Sterling.
“I am well, Sir. Thank you for asking. I have not seen you for a long time.”

“Yes, it has been awhile. The AIS has equipped the Phoenix with a shrouding device. Are you familiar with it?”
“I have been trained on the prototype. The diagnostics indicated that this installation is functional. I do not expect any problems.”

“I was assured this would be tested before our departure. Let us hope that it functions well when we need it. We will travel to 12-C shrouded. Any questions?”

Crae and Stephen shook their heads, “No.”

“Then back to your stations so we can make this large ship ready for our flight.”

Once at her post, Crae turned to Sterling, “Just a reminder, Sir, that Chief Larson Jindal will be our engineer.”

“Yes, thank you, Captain Shondra. I intend to speak with him soon. It will be good to have him on board. He is a capable engineer and can manage any ship in the Alliance.”

“And many out of the Alliance,” Crae added.

The three set about their duties in silence, but Sterling soon left the bridge.

“I am going to see Chief Jindal. Carry on with your prep, and welcome our guests when they arrive.”

“Aye, Sir,” the two officers responded.

Crae double-checked the ship’s stores to be certain there were enough provisions for their expected journey. She then inspected the weapons through the ship’s computer.

“I will go to the ordnance room before we depart to see the arms myself. I never trust a computer assessment completely,” she thought.

Helmsman Jones reviewed the ship’s navigation and guidance systems and then turned his attention to the shrouding system. 

“Captain Shondra,” he reported, “the helm is sound, and the shrouding system appears to be functional.”

“Appears to be?” Crae replied, turning her head and raising her eyebrows, her short-wedged black hair dancing with her movement.

“Yes, appears to be. The engineers had to add the shrouding system to this vessel, which required some workarounds and some patches. I know they say they tested it, but there was such short notice that I am skeptical. I am not certain that I even trust the diagnostics.”

“A good trait to cultivate, young man. I have the same thoughts about weapons diagnostics. Always good to look at the torpedoes before the flight.”

“I wish that I had a torpedo to touch, Ma’am. The shrouding system hardware is housed in a large black box in engineering. Chief Jindal complains it is in the way.”

A moment later, a technician appeared at the doorway of the bridge.

Addressing Crae, he said, “Ma’am, I have three passengers for you. Each has been cleared through security.”
“Welcome aboard the Phoenix,” Crae said with a smile, rising from her station to greet the newcomers. “I am Captain Shondra Crae, First Officer for this voyage. Commander Newman has gone to engineering.”

“I am Dr. Jane Powell, astrophysicist.”

“I am Dr. Sam Adamus, flight developer.”

“Dr. Adamus,” Crae spoke admiringly, “we in the AIS know who you are. You need no introduction here.”

“And I am Dr. Benjamin Norgood, specialist in old space vessels and computers,” said a middle-aged man with gray hair, distinguished by a deep, resonating voice. “I am looking forward to seeing the Arsenade, or whatever is left of it,” he said to his colleagues. “Rare to see a 200-year-old vessel not on display in a museum or secured in some sterile, force-field-protected hangar. Will we have trouble locating the ship on 12-C?” he asked, hoping for a good answer.

“We know the location of 12-C, so that part of the trip will not be a problem. Once we reach 12-C, we will work to pick up the locator signal from the Arsenade and will land as close as possible to it,” Crae replied.

The three passengers nodded their approval.

“That is,” Stephen interrupted, “if the locator signal is still functional. If not, we will have to scan the surface for the Arsenade, which might take some time. Most likely, the signal is quite old. The Arsenade may not even be intact.”

“It is a 180-year old vessel,” interjected Benjamin. “I wondered if the ship was operational when I learned about the finding. It seems that the signal just appeared from nowhere. Wonder how that happened?”

“Well,” Crae said, interrupting the silence that had followed Benjamin’s question, “you three need to settle into your quarters, and Lieutenant Jones and I have more work to perform.”

Addressing the technician, she continued, “Are you familiar with the layout of this ship?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” he replied.

“Good! Please take our passengers to the quarters area. You may then be dismissed.”

“Very good, Ma’am,” he replied. Speaking to the three, “If you will follow me.”

Turning, he headed for a doorway opening onto a corridor. The three quickly gathered their belongings which they had set down during their visit with Crae and Stephen, and followed the technician through the doorway.

“We depart in one hour,” Crae called to the departing three. “Be ready by then.”

 

 

Rigel 4

Spaceport

 

From a crosswalk high above a corridor, Maxine spoke quietly, “He is heading toward the cafe, Armena,” as she watched her subject walk away from her.

Armena sighed deeply as Maxine’s words filtered from her earpiece into her brain.

“He decided to come,” she replied into her comm link.

“Yes, and he will be there soon.”

“Thanks for the scouting, Maxine,” Armena said gratefully. “Just convincing him to come is an achievement. Let’s hope that he will be open to my suggestions.”

“You will do well. You have a good plan,” Maxine replied.

“Seishu,” Armena thought, “I really need Your help. This is going to be tough.”

“I am here,” entered her mind.

“Maxine,” Armena spoke again, “I will contact you after we have finished. We can then meet at the transport loading area.”

“Talk with you then,” Maxine said.

Maxine stared ahead. A document appeared before her eyes, about 10 centimeters away from her face. She looked at it and thought, “Reading an intriguing story is a good way to pass the time.”

As she settled into her chair and picked up the tale from her mark, the thought crossed her mind, “‘Intrigued.’ That has a hint of emotion.” She filed the thought to process later.

The host, dressed in a crisp black jacket over a white shirt and black pants, looked up from his station.

“Your usual, Sir?”

“Yes.”

The host escorted the guest through the cafe to a smaller side room. The back wall was glass, only a meter and a half high. Behind it, a small, rich forest surrounded a clear pool into which a waterfall gently cascaded over outcroppings of rocks placed strategically to produce a pleasant sound. The noise of the waterfall was soothing and just loud enough to prevent conversations from traveling far.

When they arrived at Armena’s table, the host gave a nod to the guest and returned to his station.

Armena intentionally had her head lowered, gazing at the menu in the tabletop when they approached.

“Councilor Sandal,” he began in a quiet but firm voice.

Raising her head and eyes, and looking across the table, Armena saw the imposing, regal figure of Councilor Chockdal Du, his hands placed firmly on the chair opposite her.

“Even in travel clothes, he is a man of great bearing,” she thought.

Rising, she responded confidently, “Councilor Chockdal. Please join me.”

“Thank you, Councilor,” he replied, pulling out his chair and taking his seat.

“This is a good place. I have eaten here before. They have skilled chefs,” Armena noted.

“Agreed,” responded Du. “And they do an acceptable job with Borelan cuisine.”

Du activated the menu on his side of the table and began to review the offerings.

After a moment’s silence Armena said, “Councilor, thank you for coming.”

Looking up from the menu, Du stared at her, his gaze boring through her eyes and into her soul.

She continued, “I chose this location because I knew we would both pass through Rigel 4 on the way to Aries. I know that you come here when you are in this spaceport.”

Du raised his eyebrows ever so slightly.

“Since we both are known for traveling to Council meetings earlier than most Councilors, and since we both have been here before, I thought that if we were seen here together eating, no suspicions would be raised. I also had the host keep the number of other customers low, no one of any importance. I wanted to keep you from a compromising situation, but I needed to discuss the upcoming Council meeting with you. This is important for the Alliance, and for Creon and Borela.”

More staring. More soul-searching. Armena kept her gaze fixed on his.

Leaning forward, placing his arms on the table, clasping his hands, Du said, “You have planned and executed this meeting well. Your concern for me, to keep me from a ‘compromising situation,’ is refreshing and too infrequently encountered in our circles. Continue.”

Leaning forward herself, Armena continued, “Councilor, I believe that it is crucial for Borela and Creon to be at peace at the Council meeting and to fully support Councilor-General Mondras and the Alliance if we are to have any hope of holding the Alliance together. Your thoughts and desires carry enormous weight with almost all of the Councilors. I hope that we can begin to forge an alliance between our governments that will be genuine, not merely political or expedient. I know that this will take work between the two of us, between our governments, and our people, but I hope that you will hear me, will give my proposals your diligent thought, and will work with me on this matter. I have broad authority from my government to make agreements with you.”

Even more soul-searching.

Suddenly, Du sat back in his chair, clasped his hands behind his head, and surprised Armena by saying in a friendly, almost fatherly tone, “Councilor, let’s order lunch! I am famished. I can hear your proposals while we eat. Waiter, come over here,” Du spoke in a voice loud enough that he did not need the table microphone to gain the attention of two waitstaff, who rushed to the table.

Turning his attention again to the menu in the tabletop, he asked, smiling, “What shall we have, Councilor? What shall we have?”

 

 

Kirill

Southeastern Continent

 

Before the sun had risen in the west, the commandos were up, making final preparations for their raids. They worked in relative silence, checking their gear and clearing the area of any signs of their overnight encampment. They had been dropped early the day before in an area that afforded some protection from the continent’s security system, which had already been hampered when the primary communications network for Kirill had been disabled. The commandos had made a quick march to this departure location, set up camp, and rested for the night.

Anson reviewed the plans for the day with his squadron leaders. Each squadron would proceed from their base to its objective. Squadron one was to head for the power supply station, while squadron two was to go to the military base. He would accompany squadron two.

“Remember, we want to inflict damage on these objectives, but it is more important that we be noticed. We want the Ganamedes to believe that we are commandos from the Northeastern Continent militia. That will keep the leaders on the continents divided. Admiral Pegasi hopes that will give us time to plan and execute an effective strike on the traitors in the military and the newly formed civilian government.”

After hearing assent by his squadron leaders, Anson continued, “I do not like the idea of being noticed anymore than you do, and we all are aware of the risks we take by not being in our uniforms, but this is the risk we must take for the Empire. We will meet here at 2000 tonight, under cover of darkness. The extrication unit will be waiting on standby. We will leave promptly at 2000 so do not be late. If you are late, you know what each of you and your team members must do.”

His four squadron leaders each conveyed understanding of his instructions.

“Good! Let’s move out. Good luck, and I hope to see each of you, and your men, back here tonight.

As the early morning light gave way to full sunlight, the two squadrons set off silently toward their objectives. Anson and his squadron headed for the military base; the other squadron began to make its way to the power supply station.

After proceeding for six hours, taking brief rest periods every hour, Anson’s squadron neared the perimeter of the base. Looking through his binoculars, Anson saw no guards in the immediate area, but he could see his objective, fifteen fighters on the ground next to a hangar, which he knew concealed more fighters and supplies.

Turning to his leaders, he recited their assignments: He and company one were to head for the fighters, while company two was to attack the hangar. They would dispatch any guards they encountered.

Using a local disruptor, they formed an entryway, just large enough for each of them to pass through singly, through the force shield around the base. After the last commando passed through the portal, Anson set the disruptor on standby.

Staying as low to the ground as possible, the commandos hurried toward their objectives. As they neared the fighters, they lay flat on the ground. Company one would stay here until they heard the explosions from the hangar.

The noon sun warmed Anson’s back as he lay on the ground. He realized the probability of failure but accepted the risk as part of his duty as an officer in the Empire’s military. He inhaled a deep breath of resolve and waited.

Before he could take another breath, Anson heard the explosions from the hangar. Looking up, he saw giant fireballs shooting into the noon-day sky: red, orange, yellow, mixed with a white smoke that rose more slowly than the sparks and fire, hanging over the area. Guards poured out of the hangar only to meet maser fire from the commandos on company two.

“Let’s go,” Anson shouted as he rose from the ground motioning for his men to follow him. Running toward the fighters, his men launched maser rockets at the fighters, striking some of them, intentionally missing others. Soon, the guards from the hangar were firing on Anson and his commandos, having managed to gain a foothold against company two.

As the firefight escalated, commandos attached detonation devices to the wings and over the fuel cells of the remaining fighters. Once the detonators were placed, Anson signaled for the squadron to retreat. Dodging maser fire, he led his troops toward their entry point in the force shield. As planned, some of them stopped long enough to string three rows of detonation devices on the ground in an area wide enough to cover their escape.

“It will not take them long to realize that we are leaving and start their pursuit,” Anson thought. “I hope this will buy us some time.”

The commandos rushed headlong toward the force shield. As they neared the shield, Anson reactivated the disruptor. Just then, the detonation devices left on the fighters exploded, sending fire, smoke, and debris into the air and into the unsuspecting guards. Reinforcements arrived, assessed the situation, and made pursuit of the commandos.

The last of the commandos darted through the portal, which Anson quickly deactivated. They began to run for their lives. Anson quickly counted his men: about half had been lost. Looking over his shoulder, he saw no commando on the other side of the force shield, so he pressed ahead and ran even faster.

The pursuing reinforcements fired their masers toward the fleeing commandos, the force shield having been deactivated moments earlier, but the commandos were out of range. When they crossed into the area laced with detonator devices, multiple small explosions sent soldiers into the air, dismembered some, slowing their pursuit. The disruptor began to fire at the pursuers, taking out many who had survived the detonation field. As planned, the disruptor then set off an internal maser, vaporizing itself so that no trace of it remained. The reinforcements who had survived passed the perimeter of the base but, dispirited, soon gave up pursuit.

The commandos continued their run for an hour before stopping to rest. Anson knew they had much ground to cover by 2000. The sun was already making its descent into the east.

“Comrades,” Anson said as he gathered his remaining commandos around him. “We have done good work today, but we are not finished. We have to make the extrication point by 2000. You know the consequences of being left behind, so let’s make for it. We are all tired, but we have to complete our mission, and that means getting ourselves back home.”

Encouraged, the commandos set off, trekking quickly across the slightly hilly terrain. They made their rest stops as brief as possible and were glad that they had used all of their gear at the base. Traveling light was easier.

As the sun set into the east, they neared the extrication point. Surveying the area, Anson identified company two approaching. The two companies met and Anson received the report from his company two leaders. They had not encountered as much resistance as company one had experienced, so their losses were less, only a third.

“1950,” Anson said smiling, checking his chronometer. “Good work. The extrication ship will be here shortly.”

At that moment, the extrication ship appeared low on the horizon and soon was landing as planned. The commandos rushed into the opening doorway, throwing themselves into seats, breathing sighs of relief. The doorway closed, and the commandos felt the ship rise, turn 180 degrees, and speed away for home.


Chapter 18: Alliance Date 34.276

Kirill

 

Galen sat at his office desk staring at the image of Brunson fading on the airscreen before him. After a moment, he turned in his chair to Granchek and Durstan.

“So, there we have it: a raid on the Southeastern Continent by militia from the Northeastern Continent,” he said, raising his eyebrows and leaning back into his chair, clasping his hands behind his head.

His companions did not respond immediately, pondering what they had just seen and heard.

In a moment, Durstan asked, “Why would the Northeast militia do this, and who authorized it?”

“Good question, Durstan,” Galen replied. “When I first learned of this last night, I asked Admiral Kaitos if any of his troops had done this. He was able to account for all of his assets during this time: none of them had deployed to Ganamex.”

“Well then, who?” asked Granchek.

“I also checked with the militia command. They denied any knowledge or participation in the raids. It is no secret that there is a faction on the Northeastern Continent that would like to control whatever government is formed. Brunson and many on Ganamex, as we have just heard, believe that this is a strong faction that just might try to gain control of the government. These raids only confirm their suspicions.”

“In the surveillance images Brunson showed us, the commandos certainly look like Northeastern militia. They had militia uniforms and weapons. Somehow, perhaps part of the militia did complete these raids,” said Durstan.

“But some of the tactics used weapons that the continental militias do not possess, or at least, should not possess, the shield disruptor in particular,” noted Granchek.

“As you recall, I pointed out that fact to Brunson, but he concocted an explanation. I believe that he and many on Ganamex are so enamored of separate continental governments, that they cannot or will not listen to reason,” Galen said, rising from his chair.

“And these raids, following the attack on the Northeastern military base, convince him all the more that our new government does not have control of the military,” added Durstan.

Galen took a few steps to face his window. Gazing outside, he saw the day darken a bit as clouds passed over the sun. People walked outside on the lawn of the government complex, going about their daily activities, pursuing their lives amidst the turmoil that was now Kirill.

“All three of us know that the Northeast militia did not carry out these raids,” Galen said, still facing the window. “And I believe that we have a good idea who really is behind them.”

“Admiral Pegasi and his military,” ventured Durstan quietly.

“I agree,” Granchek added, in a more assured voice.

Turning to them, Galen said, “Agreed, but until Brunson and the leaders of Ganamex agree, we will have increased difficulty convincing people to form a united Kirill.”

Granchek joined him to look out the window. As the cloud passed by the sun, the daylight brightened. Turning to Galen, he asked, “And so, Mr. Prime Minister, what will you do?”

Galen turned to look at Granchek as Durstan came closer to the pair.

“I shall take Admiral Kaitos with as much documentation as we can gather and go to see Brunson and the leaders of Ganamex at once. Perhaps we can convince them of the truth and gain an ally in the end. After all, he did not say that Ganamex would withdraw from the referendum. I see a door slightly opened, so I can’t let it close without trying. Then, I shall go to the leaders of the remaining continents to ask them to encourage their people to vote for the referendum. I will reassure them that we can gain control of the old military and form a civil government in charge of all the military. Last, I will ask for an interim meeting of the delegates in a couple of weeks, just to be sure that the planning for the referendum vote remains on track.”

“Sounds like a plan!” said Durstan. “When do we leave?”


Chapter 19: Alliance Date 34.281

The Phoenix

 

“We are approaching the planet 12-C, Commander,” said Crae, “and should be able to enter orbit in 30 minutes.”

“Very well, Captain,” responded Sterling in an upbeat tone as he entered the bridge of the Phoenix. “I am glad that we have made the journey without incident. Condition of the shrouding system?”

“Functioning well, Commander, without any apparent strain on the energy systems of the ship.”

“Before we enter orbit, perform a close flyby with the shrouding system disengaged to enable a better surface scan. This is supposed to be an uninhabited planet, but I do not like surprises.”

“Aye, Commander,” responded Stephen. “We will perform a standard surface scan prior to entering orbit. I will then perform a more detailed scan and locate the Arsenade.”

“After the detailed scan, re-engage the shrouding system before entering orbit.”

“Yes, Commander,” he replied.

 

 

Alesandra

 

“Treybok, do you enjoy lying here on the hillside in the dark night looking at the stars as much as I do?” asked Stubok, turning his head to look at his older brother. They had spent the past three hours watching the day turn into twilight, then into night. The stars emerged from their daytime slumber as the brothers lay on their backs on a large, comfortable, well-used blanket. They had enjoyed this same ritual countless times as far back as Stubok could remember. They knew the positions of all the stars and planets, knew when to expect meteors, and could almost hear the galaxy glide above them.

“You know I do, little brother,” Treybok responded cheerfully. “There is something peaceful yet inviting about the stars. Do you think that anyone has ever been out there?”

“I doubt it. How would you go up there?”

“I don’t know, Stubok. Maybe our treasure is for that.”

“Our big house in the ground?”

“Maybe. We cannot figure out what it is for. Maybe we should tell Mom and Dad about it. Maybe they could help us know what it is.” Treybok had begun to feel guilty keeping the underground house a secret from their parents. He had almost let the secret slip more than once.

“Treybok, I have thought about that, too. I think that we should tell them. Father will be home tomorrow, so let’s plan to tell him then.”

“Good,” sighed Treybok. “I will be glad to have that done.”

“Okay, tomorrow,” said Stubok. “For now, let’s enjoy our stars. We only have a few minutes before we have to go back inside.”

They settled back into their favorite viewing reposes, at times taking in the whole expanse of the night scan, at other times peering hard at one small swatch of night. The minutes passed pleasantly.

“Treybok,” Stubok shouted, pointing slightly to their right overhead, “Did you see that moving light just appear from nowhere? I was looking just there when suddenly this light appeared.”

“No, I did not. Where is it?”

“There, Treybok,” Stubok said excitedly, pointing again.

“Yes! I see it!” Treybok responded, sitting up. “It is moving so fast! It cannot be a meteor, because it has lasted too long. What is it?”

“I don’t know, Treybok, but look at it go. It will soon fall beyond the horizon.”

The brothers followed the bright, small light as it arced across the familiar field of stars hanging in the night sky. As suddenly as it had appeared, it passed out of sight.

“Do you think we will see it again tomorrow, Treybok?” Stubok asked hopefully as they slowly gathered their belongings and folded the blanket, each reliving the wonderful vision.

“I doubt it, little brother. I doubt it. It was probably only a very large meteor,” Treybok said pensively.

“But what a meteor!” they both shouted, turning to each other, smiles of wonder and contentment across their faces.

They hurried over the hill and down to home, where a warm light in the window invited them to safety, harmony, and familiarity.

 

 

Later, on the Phoenix

 

“Captain Shondra, come have a look at this, please,” Stephen called across the bridge, a bit of concern mixing with his normally professional tone.

Making her way across the bridge from her station, Crae asked, “What is it, Jones?”

“Well, Ma’am, 12-C is listed as an uninhabited planet, but look at this.”

Gazing at Stephen’s monitor, Crae raised her eyebrows and turned her head slightly. She squared herself with the console, her eyes narrowing as concern spread over her face.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. I have recalibrated and have run a debugging program.”

“Commander Newman will want to know. This may change everything.”

“Phoenix, locate Commander Newman and inform him that he is needed on the bridge immediately,” spoke Crae.

“How did we miss this?” Crae asked herself silently.

 


Aries

 

Vincent sat at his desk watching the day fade into evening, nursing his fourth mug of coffee, waiting for the comm link to Kirill to complete. A fuzzy image appeared, with much static on the audio.

“Galen?” Vincent inquired. “Is that you?”

“Yes, it is, Councilor-General,” Galen spoke clearly on Kirill, but the sound was received rather indistinctly on Aries.

“Galen, I can barely see you or understand you. Is there interference on Kirill? The spectra scan indicated that there would be no problem with a transmission to Kirill this evening.”

Galen’s broken voice, often overwhelmed by static, came across, “Technical problems … difficult to obtain sufficient materials … for proper maintenance. … let me try…”

Vincent took a long quaff of coffee, watching Galen’s indistinct image lean forward, apparently making some adjustments to his set. The screen became jet black, without sound, for three seconds, then returned to life, still hazy, but more stable and with clear audio mixed with only a fine, high-pitched hum.

“Is that better?” asked Galen, resuming his position in front of the video port.

“Yes!” responded Vincent. “What is the problem?”

“Good. Even with our makeshift unified government for the planet, supply chain problems have arisen. The economy is in a shambles. Each continent is trying to determine a value for commodity trading. The currency of the Empire, the drugon, had no backing in any sort of hard commodity such as messilium, latinum, or even gold. So we have developed a bartering system as each continent tries to settle upon its own hard currency.”

“What happened with your transmission?”

“Our antenna array suffered damage in a severe wind and hail storm. We have been unable to obtain sufficient parts for adequate repair. Even the city of Kir receives no respect, it seems. I had to patch through an auxiliary system.”

“Well, you have partially answered my first question, ‘How are the deliberations concerning the upcoming referendum progressing?’”

“Councilor-General, I have been to all nine continents on the planet. Most people are so concerned with daily survival that the thought of uniting an entire planet seems immaterial or silly. There are many who understand the larger picture, but many are reluctant to reform a central government after so many years of domination by Pragsmon.”

“What about the other five systems of the Empire?”

Galen responded, but the translator stopped processing, so Vincent heard only Kirillean that he could not understand. He worked with controls at his console as Galen stared at him, waiting for a reply. Nothing Vincent tried helped. Galen then tried some more adjustments on his console and repeated the question.

“Kirill has left them to their own devices. There is no sentiment to continue to maintain the form of the Empire when each continent itself has become stretched thin and there is no cohesive planetary government. I have not traveled off Kirill, so I do not know how the people there are coping.”

Vincent thought for a moment.

“Is the date for the referendum set? Can it be moved closer?”

“The date is firmly set: forty-five days from now. Any attempt to move it closer will be met with suspicion. There is fear that a faction from the Northeastern Continent will try to gain control of a central government, form a totalitarian state.”

“Why that continent?”

“The Northeastern Continent is large, with many valuable natural resources. Kir itself sits in it. Although many suffered under Pragsmon, many profited, none more so than those on the Northeastern Continent. Our delegates pushed for a central government.”

Continuing, Galen added, “To make matters worse, the old military raided the base on the Northeastern Continent, commandeered five large starships, and destroyed a fleet of fighters. They now have usable ships.”

“That is not good. Have they made any other attacks?”

“No. They seem to be content with waiting. We cannot locate them. A few days later, commandos raided a power supply station and a military base on the Southern Continent. They disrupted the power supply and destroyed a fleet of ships. Here’s the hard part: the commandos were dressed in uniforms of the Northeastern militia, which raised concerns on the Southern Continent, Ganamex, and elsewhere that a faction on the Northeastern Continent was trying to disrupt the referendum or gain control of Kirill.”

“What have you done since the attacks?”

“I went with Admiral Kaitos of our military to Ganamex and to the other continents to try to convince their leaders that the old military was behind the raids.”

“Were you successful?”

“Eventually, after a lot of discussions and hard work. That only opened us to the charge that the old military cannot be contained.”

“Frankly, I would have to agree with that sentiment.”

Perturbed, Galen responded, “Yes, I know, but I would rather deal with that thought by the continental leaders than the thought of inter-continental subterfuge. At least we have a common enemy.”

“Don’t be angry, Galen, I am only trying to help you sort all of this out.”

Relaxing, Galen responded, “I know, Vincent, I know, but the sting is still there.”

Chuckling, Vincent said, “Yeah, tell me about it. Well, it seems that you have managed to hold your coalition together and the referendum will occur as planned.”

“Yes, but the way the attacks happened makes me concerned that they had inside help.”

“A spy. Any leads?”

“None. If there is one, he is good. We have not found any hints as to who it might be if anyone.”

“We do not want to interfere, but can the Alliance help Kirill in any way?”

“Well, the Alliance can do two things to help us. First, keep opportunists away from us. We do not need outside forces stirring up our already palpable tensions.”

“And second?”

“Many places on Kirill are lacking basic necessities. I have had much difficulty mobilizing resources. Although I am viewed as the leader of the resistance against Pragsmon, I have no official power yet. I am more of a facilitator or a goodwill Councilor.”

“If we could arrange for some supplies, can you assure me they will be delivered where they are needed?”

“We will try. I have learned quickly not to make promises that I may not be able to keep. But how will you accomplish the second without promoting the first?”

“That, Galen, is an astute question. I will see what I can do. As Councilor-General of the Alliance, I do have some power. I will contact you no later than twenty-one days from now, but I hope to call sooner with good news. I will see what I can arrange, but it will have to be after the upcoming Council meeting that starts in two days. After the dust from that settles, I can work on this.”
“Thank you, Councilor-General,” Galen said. “Pray that Kirill will hold together until the referendum.”

“I will.”

Vincent terminated the comm link, leaned back in his comfortable leather chair, and drank the last of his coffee, still hot in his mug.

“I would pray, because they do need a miracle, but pray to whom?”

 

 

Kirill

 

“Captain Wilchow,” Mu began speaking through a comm link, “my contact within the traitorous government in charge of Kirill informs me that your series of raids has disquieted the military leaders and dispirited the people. Well done.”

“Thank you, Sir,” Anson responded.

“Although they have concluded that we are behind the raids and are united against us, they have served their purpose. Were you able to deposit the transponders on the cruisers?”

“We were able to deposit them on some of the cruisers. Some, we were able to access the control centers to insert undetectable code into the cruisers’ programming. We can control most of the fleet.”

“Especially the Northeastern Continent fleet?”
“Correct, Sir, and we have positioned commandos on all nine continents. They can be mobilized with minimal advance notice.”

“Good,” Mu said, rubbing his hands together and letting out a deep breath. “My contact has also told me that there is to be an interim meeting of the continental delegates in fourteen days in Kir. This will be our day to attack. With one stroke, we will destroy this new government and all those trying to grow it. We will take command of the military, and then we can restore a rightful, reasonable government to Kirill. Only then can we face the Alliance for the galaxy.”


Chapter 20: Alliance Date 34.282

The Phoenix

 

Jane, Sam, and Benjamin sat at the table in the dining area of the Phoenix with Sterling. They had excitedly come to the meeting because they were aware that their ship was orbiting 12-C, but now their excitement had become mixed with questions.

“So, is this discovery going to pose a problem for us, Commander Newman?” Benjamin asked, leaning forward in his chair.

“That is difficult to say, Dr. Norgood,” responded Sterling, rising from his seat.

“Phoenix,” he said, “Hologram of the planet 12-C incorporating the new data from the scans of 34.288.”

A rotating hologram of 12-C appeared in the space beside the table at eye level.

“Stop rotation to correspond with our geosynchronous orbit,” Sterling spoke.

The vividly colored luminescence stopped. They saw a large continent bordered by blue oceans. 

“Magnify,” ordered Sterling.

The hologram drilled down, enlarging the features of the landscape. The oceans vanished from peripheral view. In the center, a bright yellow point of light gleamed amidst verdant green, with one equally bright red light some distance away.

“The yellow, Doctors, is the location of the Arsenade. Its locator is still transmitting, so we were able to find it with relative ease.”

“But,” interrupted Dr. Adamus, “you are telling us that you found something more?”

“Yes,” replied Sterling. “Our scanners indicate that there are dwellings, small cities, on the planet. We have no idea who is down there, how long they have been there…”

“Or if they know that we are up here,” Jane interrupted. “Do you have any idea of their technological development?”

“It does not appear to be advanced,” Sterling replied.

“So, Commander,” asked Benjamin, “how will this affect our project? Can we still proceed? Do you need to obtain direction from AIS command? You know a find like the Arsenade is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. I would hate not to have a chance to look at her,” he said in an agitated voice, rising from his seat and walking to the hologram.

“Not to mention our primary task on this mission,” interjected Jane. “We need to find and recover the qi vortex device now. Who knows who else might have picked up and deciphered the locator signal.”

“I am aware of all of your concerns,” responded Sterling. Motioning for Benjamin to resume his seat, he continued. “We are running silent, as the AIS does not want to risk an intercepted message, so I am responsible for all command decisions on this mission. My crew and I have examined the situation and believe that we can land quite near the Arsenade as there is a clearing near the ship large enough for the Phoenix. There are large trees surrounding the clearing that should provide cover for us. We will maintain the shrouding system until we have landed, so we should be invisible to anyone looking skyward.”

“What about propulsion noise?” asked Jane.

“We can descend from orbit with the stabilizing thrusters only, so there will be only a minimal noise factor, almost like a wind. We will be quiet as a cat. The Arsenade is in a hilly, mountainous, remote area, so we believe the risk of anyone being nearby is small.”

“So, how long before we land?” asked Benjamin.

“We are making our approach to the clearing near the Arsenade now. We will be on the ground shortly, so gather your equipment and meet us on the loading deck in 30 minutes. The composition of the atmosphere is acceptable, so we will not need suits.”

 

 

Later, on Alesandra

 

The crew and passengers had assembled in the loading dock as quickly as possible. Each, for his own reasons, was eager to see, explore, and examine the Arsenade.

Jane Powell wanted to inspect this device, conjectured to have been developed by the Creons almost two hundred years ago. “What was this device that would cause a large contingent of people to leave Creon, taking with them the device and all known records concerning it?” she wondered.

Benjamin Norgood longed to see for himself a vessel of a bygone class of spaceships. “To touch it, to enter it will be, will be…mystical. Maybe I should wear gloves.”

Sam Adamus hoped to study the qi vortex on the flight back, eager for insights to improve the design of the RF series.

“Perhaps we can incorporate the qi vortex into our ships,” he mused to himself.

Chief Jindal longed to see the Arsenade’s propulsion center. “I wonder how well preserved the engines are.”

Lieutenant Jones was young and still loved the adventure of missions for the AIS. “Being anywhere new makes for a great day.”

Captain Shondra, who had maintained her keen ability to gather intelligence, looked forward to discovering as much about 12-C, the Arsenade, and their passengers as she could. “Knowledge used well can be powerful. Let me see what intel I can gain today that might be useful tomorrow.”

Sterling wanted to complete this mission and contact Armena as soon as he could. He was still torn about not being with her at the Council meeting on 283. “I know that she will do well, but still I would have liked to be there to encourage her. Maybe even pray with her.”

That was a concept still forming in his mind and soul.

Returning to the moment, Sterling said with authority, “The Arsenade is only a few hundred meters away from us. We will pass through a dense stand of trees before coming to the ship. Each of you knows his assigned duty. We need to find the device, locate and download the records for it, remove the device, and load it onto the Phoenix. I hope that we can accomplish our task in one visit to the Arsenade.”

“Phoenix, open the aft loading deck access,” Sterling called out.

The aft door opened downward, revealing a dry, but green grassy clearing littered with leaves of hues of orange, brown, red, and gold. Tall, reddish-green trees at the edge of the clearing swayed in the light, refreshing breeze. Sterling led the way down the aft door into the clearing. Checking his bearings, he headed west toward the trees, his crew and passengers following close behind.

Sterling soon found or made a path through the trees, heading steadily, if not always directly, for the Arsenade. Ten minutes of winding between trees and fending underbrush found them entering another clearing covered in leaves.

“Captain Shondra,” began Sterling, “these are the coordinates for the ship….”

“But we have no ship,” finished Crae.

“Well, where is it?” asked Benjamin, annoyed that the Arsenade was not to be seen.

“I do not know, Doctor,” said Sterling slowly. “Maybe there is another clearing nearby. Let’s keep heading west from our ship.”

As they walked over the thick carpet of leaves, Crae slowed her pace before pausing. She peered intently at the ground.

“Something does not look right,” she thought. “It looks disturbed.”

Crae bent to her knees and began to push aside the leaves. She pushed aside more of the red and gold leaves, driven by her intuition and her desire to know. About half a meter down, she touched metal.

Stubok and Treybok had hidden the hatch to the Arsenade as well as they could, but Crae had noticed an irregularity in the leaves, her Borelan eyes as sharp as her ears.

“Commander,” she called. “I have found the Arsenade, but if Dr. Norgood had hoped to fly her home, that is going to be quite difficult.” 

 


Chapter 21: Alliance Date 34.283

Alesandra

Janbok’s Home

 

“It was good of you to come on such short notice, Elder Griffin,” Janbok said, welcoming the head of Alesandra into his home.

“Given what you told me, and the description of the find your sons made, I knew that this was important and needed immediate attention,” Elder Griffin responded, shaking Janbok’s hand. The white-haired gentleman’s wizened face displayed concern and interest. He sat on a couch as Janbok sat down onto a chair near him, separated by a wooden end table.

“Glendor, please bring some tea for the Elder,” asked Janbok of his wife, turning his head toward the kitchen.

Returning his gaze to Elder Griffin, Janbok said, “My sons are adventurers who love the outdoors. They have roamed far and wide around our home in the woods and hills, but I did not realize just how far their journeys had taken them. When they told me about their discovery and where they had found it, I was quite surprised.”

“As was I, Janbok,” replied Elder Griffin. “As was I. From what you told me, you know my concerns.”

“Yes, yes I do, Elder. If this is what I believe it might be, there is cause for great concern,” he responded as Glendor brought tea and biscuits, setting them on the table and giving Janbok a quizzical look.

“Hello, Glendor,” Elder Griffin said kindly, looking directly into her eyes. “Thank you for your always excellent tea.”

“You are welcome, Elder,” she said, taking a seat on the couch beside him.

The two men looked at each other silently for a moment, not knowing how to proceed with their conversation.

“Well, if you two are discussing something involving my boys, I am going to listen. Besides, this home is not a good choice for a private conversation, at least not in the living room,” she said, looking at Janbok and giving him a quick wink.

“Elder Griffin, she does need to be a part of this conversation,” Janbok said. “Soon this conversation may well spread far beyond this room.”

After a moment, Elder Griffin looked to Glendor then to Janbok, “Very well,” he sighed. “I think we should have the boys come to tell us what they found.”

“Stubok, Treybok,” called Janbok. “Come to the living room now, please. We need to talk.”

The two boys came into the living room, pensive, unsure of this looming interrogation. They sat in chairs across the room from Elder Griffin.

“Stubok, Treybok,” began Elder Griffin, “please tell me what you found and where you found it.”

“Sir,” Treybok began, “Several weeks ago, Stubok and I crossed the North Ridge and went exploring. After about two hours, we came to a clearing covered with autumn leaves. Something did not seem right about the place, so we started poking around. We found glass and metal beneath the leaves and dirt. We covered it up because we had to leave for home right then in order to be back in time. Later, we returned and found the glass and metal was a door to a larger structure.”

“We were able to open the door, so we climbed down a ladder inside the house,” Stubok said. “I was worried there might be a dragon inside, so I was cautious.”

The adults laughed at this. Elder Griffin asked, “Why do you call it a ‘house’?”

“Because it was large on the inside, with rooms and chairs. ‘House’ was the best term we could conjure,” replied Stubok.

“What then?” inquired Elder Griffin.

“There was a red light glowing on a console in the darkness. It was almost as though it called to me,” Treybok said, reliving the moment. Reaching out his hand, he continued, “I walked over to it and touched it.”

“What happened then?” asked Elder Griffin.

“Nothing,” said Treybok. “Except that the light began to blink. We explored the house and then came home. We have not returned, but we did not take anything, and we covered the door with leaves when we left.”

“Thank you, boys,” Elder Griffin said. Turning to Janbok, he said, “I think you know what this might be.”

“Yes, Elder Griffin, I do. We need to see for ourselves,” said Janbok.

Glendor gave him another inquiring look.

“Honey, I cannot talk about this now, but once we see if our suspicions are confirmed, I will tell you everything,” Janbok said reassuringly to Glendor, who did not seem as reassured as he would have liked.

“Elder Griffin, it will take about four to five hours of hard walking to reach the place. The boys have recorded the location and the quickest way there on their positioners. Are you ready to go?”

“Yes,” Elder Griffin replied, rising from the couch. “But instead of hiking, I would prefer we take my hovercraft: it will save us considerable time, and it will spare my sixty-year-old legs some strain.”

“Stubok, Treybok,” Janbok said to his sons, “grab some water and light provisions quickly. And bring my satchel. Let us go see what you have found.” Thrilled they had not been punished, the brothers quickly assembled water and light foods into two backpacks before joining Janbok and Elder Griffin in front of their house. 

Glendor stopped short as she opened the door to her home to let the men out. Several hovercraft were in her front yard, each with a contingent of armed hunters.

“I came prepared,” Elder Griffin spoke, winking at Glendor as he walked past her inquiring gaze toward his own hovercraft.

Elder Griffin, Stubok, and Treybok passed by her and clambered into the hovercraft. Janbok stopped beside Glendor in the doorway.

“We will be back before nightfall. All will be well. I have to see what they have found. It might be more important than you can imagine.”

“But I want to know what is going on and why it is so important,” said Glendor earnestly, taking his hand in hers. “Why did Elder Griffin bring these hunters?”

“He wants to be ready for the worst possibility. I know that you want to know what is happening, and you will know, in due time,” he responded. “For now, please trust me. We have to leave.”

Looking him in his eyes, searching his soul, Glendor saw the look of honesty she had come to trust in Janbok.

“I will trust you. Because you have always been trustworthy.”

They kissed, and then she gently gave him a push out the door.

As he walked away toward Elder Griffin and his sons, her words pierced him, “You have always been trustworthy.”

 

 

Aries

Galactic Alliance Council

 

Vincent Mondras sat in the Councilor-General’s seat, above and behind the speaker’s platform, high above the well of the chamber, from which the rows of seats rose toward the rear of the great room. He could see all of the councilors arced about the dais in their respective seats. As he listened to the councilor from Earth make his report, his mind wandered.

Thus far, this Council meeting had gone well. The reception dinner last night had been a success. Although there was an air of apprehension among many of the councilors, there was simultaneously an air of hopefulness, which had been bolstered by the positive interaction between Councilor Sandal and Councilor Chockdal.

“Accepting his invitation to dance was a stroke of genius, Armena,” he thought to himself. “How ever did you manage to arrange that?”

Seeing the two most important councilors, who had only recently had terse words in this same council chamber, getting along well at the dinner gave many people hope for the Alliance. But still, they had talked only briefly and had shared only one dance. Perhaps that was all for show and bore no real semblance to their true thoughts and plans.

“Politicians can hide their true intentions beneath a veil of civility when it suits them,” he thought.

Realizing that the councilor from Earth had concluded her remarks, Vincent returned to the reality of his situation. Councilor Chockdal was about to make his report, which would set the tone for the remainder of the session, and which might well set the tone for the continuance of the Alliance.

“The Chair is ready to receive the report from the honorable councilor from Borela, Councilor Chockdal Du,” Vincent intoned, attempting to sound confident and in control.

Councilor Chockdal rose regally from his seat and made his way to the speaker’s platform in a stately, deliberate, controlled walk. All eyes followed him until he took his assigned place.

Turning to face Councilor-General Mondras, he said confidently, effortlessly, “Councilor-General, I am here to give the report from the Borelan system.” 

He then turned to face his fellow councilors.

“Colleagues, many of whom are my friends, I come today to give you our report from Borela.”

The councilors cheered and applauded with the decorum proper for these reports.

“Thank you, councilors,” Du said, motioning for them to resume their seats to be quiet.

“You know that I am a direct man, who speaks frankly and to the point. Thus, I will dispense with the usual pleasantries of these first-session reports and speak to the matter that is on the mind of each of you. Recently, the Alliance suffered a great upheaval when we learned of the involvement of former Councilor-General Krindon with Pragsmon, the Emperor of Kirill, who had set about through deception and subterfuge to undermine and destroy this Alliance.”

He paused, looking over the councilors who sat silently, focused on him.

“These events pitted Borela and Creon against each other, and, though thwarted, served to foster distrust and disunity among the systems in our Alliance, some siding with Borela, some with Creon, some with neither of our systems. I am bringing the Borelan response to this situation.”

Silence engulfed the chamber.

“For this response, I call to the platform the honorable—and I mean that term with sincerity—Councilor Armena Sandal to join me on the platform.

Vincent raised his eyebrows, and all of the Councilors turned to see Armena rising from her seat. She gracefully and confidently walked to the platform to join Councilor Chockdal.

“Acting on the full support of our governments, the Borelan and Creon systems put before this Council a proposal to keep the Alliance intact and fully functional under the leadership of Councilor-General Mondras, and under his direction, to open discussions with Kirill to foster peaceful coexistence with it and its people, and to form a working committee to explore ways and means to strengthen the Alliance.”

Silence.

Finally, one councilor arose saying, “Aye.”

Then another, “I agree.”

 Councilors steadily rose, until most of them were standing, giving approval to the proposal. Many started to clap and to stomp their feet. 

Councilor-General Mondras rose, rapping his gavel hard upon the dais, “Councilors! Order, order. Be seated!”

Gradually the cacophony, different and more hopeful than the last such outburst Armena had experienced in this chamber, quieted.

“Although this is out of order to present the proposal during opening reports, I will exercise executive privilege to entertain your proposal, if you wish to make it formally.”

“Yes, Councilor-General, we do wish to make this a formal proposal,” responded Councilor Chockdal.

“Very well,” said Councilor-General Mondras, “although this proposal as worded gives the Councilor-General broad authority in its implementation, I accept the proposal and place it before the Council as a whole. In accordance with proposals of this nature submitted from the floor by councilors, we will table the vote for one day. We will now proceed with the remainder of the system reports. All councilors are called to meet at 0900 tomorrow in this chamber for discussion and voting on the proposal without amendment.”

Vincent rapped his gavel on the dais, feeling a heavy weight lift from his shoulders. This pivotal moment for him and the Alliance had been carried, not by him, but by Armena and by Du. He realized that he was merely the benefactor of their work. Sitting again in his chair, he thought, “And I thought arranging a dance with Du was brilliant. How did she ever arrange for this?”

As Armena and Du left the platform to take their seats, Vincent spoke with renewed hope, “The Chair is ready to receive the report from the Rigel system.”

While the councilor from Rigel made his way to the platform, Vincent thought, “Not all the councilors rose for the proposal, and I know some might choose not to support it for their own petty reasons. I hope that they can garner enough support before the vote tomorrow. They have a long day and night of work ahead of them.”

 

 

Later, on Alesandra

 

The morning’s work had passed quickly. Sterling decided to determine the dimensions of the Arsenade before entering the ship. Using handheld scanners, they determined that the Arsenade was a large ship, 80 by 50 meters, large enough to carry a sizable number of passengers.

“Chief Jindal,” Sterling said to his engineer, “Return to the Phoenix and keep her ready in case we need to make a hasty exit. I hope that we can find this device and be out of here before we are spotted.”
“Aye, Commander, I’ll keep the engines on idle. Would you like me to make lunch for you while I am at it?” responded Jindal.

Chuckling, Sterling responded, “No, Chief. We may be here past lunch.”

With a wave of his right arm, the Chief set out for the Phoenix.

Sterling examined the hatch and found the wheel used to gain entry into the Arsenade.

Benjamin knelt on the leaves and touched the ship’s hull.

“If this is the Arsenade, it will be one of the greatest finds in the realm of antiquarian spaceships.”

He ran his hand over the smooth, cold metal, savoring the sensation on his fingers.

Sterling looked around them in the clearing.

“Lieutenant Jones, keep watch here. The rest of us will go down into the ship to look for the device,” Sterling ordered. “We need to work as quickly as possible. I know that this ship has special meaning for some of you, but for me, this is a mission we need to accomplish before we are found, so let’s find the device, stand in awe later. Perhaps you can return someday.”

“Aye, Commander,” replied Jones.

Sterling turned the wheel to open the hatch. It turned surprisingly easily. The air coming from the ship smelled decent, not old or musty. He shone his light into the darkness then descended the ladder. When his feet touched the floor, he turned around slowly to survey the interior. Even before he could shine his light around the room, a flashing red light on a console caught his attention. He continued to look around and finished his surveillance.

Calling up to the others, he said, “Come down. It seems safe enough. I do not see anyone in this first room.”

Jane, Sam, and Benjamin descended the ladder, each carrying a light. Each looked around the room upon stepping onto the floor. The three fanned out across the interior.

“Jones,” Crae spoke to the helmsman as she began her descent of the ladder, “Keep a close watch. Call us if you see anything amiss. We know there are people on this planet. Let’s hope that they do not know about us soon.” 

“Yes, Captain,” Stephen replied, watching Crae descend into the darkness that was riddled with beams of light darting to and fro, crisscrossing the interior. He then began to walk about the clearing, scanning the terrain and the nearby trees.

“Dr. Norgood,” asked Sterling, “What do you make of this? And what of the sole blinking light?”

Benjamin walked to the console and placed his finger over the blinking light but took care not to touch it. 

“Notice, Commander Newman: there are no other lights shining on the console. Creon vessels of this era often had a single ‘live light’ that remained lit on the console in the control center of the ship.”

“Why?” asked Sterling.

“It was the control to activate the locator signal. It usually shone a steady light when in the ready position, but started blinking once activated.”

Coming beside Benjamin at the console, his gaze fixed on the blinking red light, Sterling asked, “How long could it stay illuminated in the ready position?”

“Hard to say. I cannot be sure.”

“How long would it stay blinking once activated?”

“Again, Commander, we are not sure. That would depend upon many factors. Since the light is blinking, it has definitely been activated.”

Walking slowly toward Crae, Sterling said, thinking aloud, “The matrix system only picked up this locator signal recently.”

Crae continued his thought aloud, “It is doubtful that the signal had been activated long before the system detected it.”

“Someone has been in here recently,” they said in unison, looking at each other.

“Doctors,” Sterling said as he walked back toward the three scientists, who were still looking around the control center, “Someone on this planet has been here recently. Let’s find this device and leave.”

Sterling knew that it would have been better to explore the ship methodically, but he did not have that luxury now.

“Dr. Norgood, do you know the layout of this vessel?”

“Yes, I have memorized the location of the most important areas of Creon ships of the same era, and I have the specs on my tablet.”

“Good! Take us to the places that you believe would be the location of the device in descending order of probability. Each of us will help you search the ship.”

“Let’s finish looking in this control center. If we do not find it here, we will go down that corridor at the left corner. It should lead to engineering.”

“Doctor, what exactly are we looking for?” asked Crae.

“I do not exactly know. There have been no surviving drawings or plans ever found. I am hoping that it will be in a container that appears to have been added to the ship. You know, something that does not look like it belongs wherever we find it.”

As the inspection party began their search of the ship’s interior, Stephen paced the perimeter of the clearing. The autumn trees had nearly reached their peak of color, and many of their leaves came fluttering to the ground in the breeze, The crunch of the fallen leaves beneath his boots mixed with the rustling of those still attached to the canopy all around him produced enough sound to mask the gentle whir of the approaching hovercraft.

“There, over this rise, the sensors detect a humanoid life form beyond the trees,” spoke Elder Griffin to Janbok. He signaled for the contingent to stop.

“There is a clearing beyond the trees,” Stubok informed Elder Griffin, “and another large stand of trees beyond the clearing. The house is a meter or so under the leaves in the clearing.”

Communicating with his hunting party, Elder Griffin ordered, “We will leave the hovercraft here and proceed on foot. There is at least one person beyond this stand of trees ahead of us, maybe more. We will deploy quietly in the trees, forming a ring around the clearing. We will advance cautiously.”

Stephen was much more accustomed to life aboard a ship in space than to guard duty on the ground of a planet. The breeze, the sun, and the rustling of the autumn leaves lulled him into a trance as he walked the perimeter of the clearing. He neither saw nor heard the pulse that struck him square in the back. He dropped to his knees unconscious.

After checking to be sure there were no other guards in sight, Elder Griffin ordered his hunters to close their ring to the clearing’s edge. A couple of hunters ran to the guard, and made sure he was still alive but incapacitated. Elder Griffin ordered a sentry to stay with him. They rest of the party followed the boys to the opening of the ship.

“Jones,” Crae called on her comm link to their guard. “Jones, come in.”

Hearing no reply, Crae called to Sterling, “Commander, we may have a problem. Jones is not responding to me.”

As they entered the engineering section, inspecting the area with their flashlights, Sterling responded, “Go see what’s up with him, but be careful.”

“Yes, Commander,” she replied as she made her way back to the first room they had entered.

She looked upward, out of the open portal above her: nothing but blue sky with a few wispy clouds passing overhead. Crae crunched some leaves underfoot that had fallen through the open hatch. She climbed the ladder quickly and was surprised to see an array of weapons pointed directly at her.

“Told you someone would come out of there,” Stubok whispered to Treybok, punching his brother in the side with his elbow.

Crae held up her hands as a stern-faced man with a weapon motioned for her to climb out of the ship.

The Alesandrans hid well their own surprise at seeing a woman who did not look at all like them emerge from the ship, holding her own weapon that was of an unusual design.

She dropped her maser on the ground, raised her hands, and spoke calmly into her comm link, “Commander, we definitely have a big problem out here.”

“A problem?”

“Yes, Sir. We have a welcoming committee, with weapons. There are more than you can handle. I advise that you bring our good doctors and yourself out here.”

“Affirmative, Captain. Doctors,” Sterling said shining his light on the scientists, who were still intently searching the area, “We have to leave, now.”

“Leave?” Benjamin questioned.

“Yes. We have been found out.”

While Crae stood beside the opening into the ship, Stephen awoke beside his guard, a weapon pointed at him. Sterling emerged first, dropping his maser, followed by Benjamin, Jane, and Sam.

“Who is in charge?” queried Elder Griffin. “And why are you here?”

The party stood motionless, not responding.

Elder Griffin repeated himself, more forcefully.

Sterling’s embedded translator finally decoded Elder Griffin’s speech, allowing Sterling to understand.

“I am,” Sterling replied in the galactic common language. “I am Commander Sterling Newman. We were sent here because we received a signal from the ship buried beneath us.”

Elder Griffin strained to understand Sterling.

“Who are you? What is your name?” Elder Griffin asked, looking directly at Sterling.

“Commander Sterling Newman,” came the reply.

“Commander,” Crae spoke to him. “This sounds much like Creon, but with some differences. Do you speak Creon well?”

“No, I do not. I can understand some through my translator, but I do not know much to speak.
“Sir,” Crae addressed Elder Griffin, who turned to look at her. Speaking in Creon, she continued, “We have come from far across the galaxy because a signal was detected from an old spaceship. We came to find it.”

Crae thought it best not to reveal the full extent of their mission.

“Why?” asked Elder Griffin, who could understand enough of modern Creon to talk with Crae.

“We thought it might be important to find this ship. It was lost many years ago. This man,” pointing to Benjamin, “knows much about old vessels such as this one.”

Crae fascinated Stubok and Treybok. They had never seen anyone like her, and her talk of ships in space filled their young minds with images of really reaching the stars. Their world was reeling, and they were captivated.

“Come,” said Elder Griffin, “You must come with us so we can question you more thoroughly. Board the hovercraft now.”

Before boarding a hovercraft himself, Janbok climbed down the ladder into the control room of the Arsenade, walked over to the blinking red light on the console, and looked at it for a moment before giving the light a clockwise 90-degree turn, performing an action that he had rehearsed mentally many times before, never thinking he would actually complete it. The light sounded a “snap” before going out. Janbok attached a small disc to the console. A panel opened revealing a leather-bound book. He removed the book and gazed at it a moment before placing it into his satchel. He closed the panel, removed the disc, and turned to leave.

As he climbed the ladder, he thought, “That signal has been active for too long. No telling who else might know about this now.”


 

Chapter 22: Alliance Date 34.284

Aries

Galactic Alliance Council

 

As the last few straggling councilors took their seats, Councilor-General Mondras broke the murmuring of quiet conversations with a sharp rap of his gavel on the dais.

“Order, order. This Council will come to order.” Surveying the councilors from his vantage point, Vincent noted no empty seats and saw tired but contented faces. 

“Well,” Vincent thought to himself, taking a large quaff of his coffee, “no defectors or people staying abed, and, apparently, no malcontents. Armena and Du have done well.”

“Before the Council is the motion placed by Councilor Sandal from Creon and Councilor Chockdal from Borela. I will read the text, then open the floor for debate. Please follow on your monitors.”

 

RESOLVED:

 

1. The Council affirms a vote of confidence in Councilor-General Vincent Mondras and encourages him to continue his effective leadership of the Council.

 

2. All member systems of the Council affirm the value of the Galactic Alliance and pledge to support its continued existence, both politically and monetarily.

 

 3. The Council grants to Councilor-General Mondras such executive powers as necessary to enter into discussions with the Empire of Kirill, seeking peaceful co-existence between the Alliance and the Empire of Kirill, and to begin an investigation into the feasibility and desirability of offering the Empire of Kirill admission to the Galactic Alliance. 

 

4. The Councilor-General will bring a report to the Executive Committee every 30 days. The Executive Committee may approve or disapprove requests made by the Councilor-General in keeping with this commission and will give a full accounting and report to the Council at its next meeting.

 

 

Placed before the Council on AD 34.284

 

Councilor Chockdal Du, Borela                          Councilor Armena Sandal, Creon

Sponsors

 

 

Pausing to give the councilors time to digest this brief but weighty piece of legislation, Vincent surveyed the group again. Du and Armena appeared weary but confident. There were no cackles about the wording, unusual for the Council.

“Having read the proposal, is there any debate?”

A sandy-blonde-haired man arose.

“Councilor-General, I wish to speak.”

“The Chair recognizes the councilor from Earth, Councilor Pierre Dumont.”

“Thank you, Councilor-General. Like many of you, I have been in discussions with other councilors and with this proposal’s sponsors until late in the night, or was it early in the morning?”

A gentle laugh moved through the councilors; many had been up most of the night in discussions and negotiations.

“I am encouraged that we as a Council have this opportunity to affirm the Alliance, affirm the Councilor-General, and begin the process of dealing with the Empire of Kirill. After the demise of our former Councilor-General through their devious devices, we must be quick to engage the Empire on our terms, make informed decisions about any future role Kirill may have in the Alliance, and work to stabilize that system. As many of you are aware, there are reports emanating from Kirill that the Empire is disintegrating, that the unified government is on the brink of collapse, that there are shortages of necessary supplies. I am convinced that this proposal has enough safeguards to protect us and to keep the Councilor-General in check, so I encourage an affirmative vote on the proposal.”

Councilor Dumont sat to applause and shouts of encouragement from the assembly.

As the noise died, Vincent spoke, “Thank you, Councilor Dumont, for this encouraging word. Now, the Chair will recognize any other councilor who wishes to speak to this issue.”

Many councilors rose to speak to the legislation before them, some speaking to the grand intent of the proposal and the value of the Alliance, encouraging the other councilors to approve the measure. Some spoke to the technicalities of measure, asking about safeguards to keep the Councilor-General in check. There were some who were wary of Vincent, even wondering how he had become the Councilor-General during the recent crisis. Vincent had always before moved in Armena’s shadow. His quick and surprising rise to power alarmed many. Given the fall of the trusted Councilor-General Krindon, many felt it prudent to keep Councilor-General Mondras in check.

At the conclusion of the time allotted for debate, Vincent rapped his gavel on the dais.

“The Council will now vote on the measure. You have five minutes to register your vote. A ‘Yes’ vote passes the measure; a ‘No’ vote defeats the measure. Your time begins now.”

A digital display on their monitors began the countdown for the vote. Vincent surveyed the councilors. As usual, about a third of them entered their votes quickly, a blue light at their desks indicating that a vote had been cast. These councilors then began to mill about the chamber, speaking among themselves or talking while the others sat in thought. The etiquette was to refrain from speaking to another councilor until the blue light was shining. Another third of the councilors would finish near the middle of the allotted time, and the remainder would tarry until almost the end, casting a vote just as the time expired. Some were thoughtful and deliberate; some were merely indecisive.

Armena and Du were among the first group today. They spoke with each other and made their way through the aisles, mingling casually with the other councilors.

As the timer ended, Vincent rapped his gavel again.

“Councilors, please take your seats. The tally will be ready in a moment.”

An air of gravity settled upon the chamber as the councilors took their seats. Each of them knew the implications of a “No” vote.

Vincent received the tally on his monitor and stared at it for a moment.

As calmly and as dispassionately as he could, Vincent reported, “The measure has received 180 ‘Yes’ votes and 40 ‘No’ votes. The measure passes.”

A combined sigh of relief and shout of affirmation rose from the assembly.

“The Councilor-General thanks the Council for the vote of confidence. I shall continue to strive to lead our Alliance as we seek to rebuild. The Councilor-General also thanks the councilors for reaffirming their fiduciary support for the Alliance. I shall do my best to lead us in a fiscally responsible manner.”

“In accordance with this measure, I shall, upon the conclusion of this Council session, journey to Kirill to begin talks and negotiations with their government concerning their association with the Alliance.”

“As alluded to by Councilor Dumont, there is much unrest on Kirill and in the former Kirillean Empire. Our intelligence sources have informed us that the people of Kirill are, in many places, in great need, as the market machinery of the society has collapsed. Many of the workers and officials of the Empire under Pragsmon have blended into the larger society. The people at present are concerned with deciding what sort of government they want to have and with meeting their basic needs. Their representatives have decided to hold a referendum early next year to decide if Kirill will function as one planet or as nine separate continental governments. They are also dealing with remnants of the old military that threaten to thwart the transition to some sort of democratic government.”

A murmur passed through the councilors. The idea of a planet not functioning under a unified government was disturbing. How could a planet function without a unified government? There would be chaos! No one could remember a time when planets did not function as single units. The idea was absurd.

Unphased, Vincent continued, “I propose to the Council that you approve a measure authorizing me to organize and fund relief efforts for the people of Kirill through the Executive Committee, which would be given a budget from the Alliance emergency funds and which would assure the proper allocation of supplies to those who truly need help. I believe that in the matter, we can show good faith to Kirill and help to prevent future problems for the Alliance.”

Vincent knew that a powerful system such as Kirill needed to be stabilized quickly to prevent it from trying to solve its internal problems by attacking other systems in a bid for resources and power.

“As this proposal has come from the Chair, you will have one day to discuss this measure. In anticipation of a ‘Yes’ vote on the previous measure, I have already discussed this proposal with the Executive Committee, which will meet in committee room 3 until 1800 today. The Council will reconvene tomorrow, AD 34.285 at 0900 to debate on this proposal for 2 hours and then vote. This Council stands adjourned.”

Vincent rapped his gavel decisively and began to make his way out of the chamber.

Armena looked at him from her seat, thinking, “He has started well, Vincent has, but I hope that he can stay the course. He and the Alliance received a reprieve today, but there remains much work to bring this Alliance to a stable condition. I pray that he will grow under the pressure.”

She rose and greeted the councilor from Xandar before making her way out of the Council Chamber into the warm, bright Aries morning. She needed to take a break and to pray.

She met Maxine at their prearranged rendezvous site in the courtyard.

“So, how did it go?” asked Maxine.

Without breaking her stride, Armena responded as Maxine joined her, keeping pace, “Well. Our measure passed, but now the Councilor-General wants to provide aid to the people of Kirill. Maxine, gather all the information you can find regarding prior disaster relief efforts by the Alliance: demographics, cost, suppliers, and effectiveness. I need some facts to help shape the discussion of this project.”

“Yes, Armena. I have access to the Alliance history and Council proceedings databases. I should have enough information for you to work within three hours. Will that be sufficient?”

“More than, Maxine. Thank you for your help. Now I need to take a break and pray before returning to the Executive Committee meeting where we will discuss this proposal.”

“May I join you, Armena?” Maxine inquired. “I can access all needed databases using the Council network. I will be quiet doing my research.”

Chuckling, Armena responded, “That would be good, Maxine. I could use some friendly company. Let’s find a quiet room in the Annex.”

 

 

Alesandra

 

Sterling awoke to the lights in his room suddenly coming on. He rose from his bunk to see a tall, dark-haired man carrying a tray of food and a shorter, stouter man carrying a weapon, enter his room. Without speaking, the tall man placed the tray on the single table that stood in the center of the room. Nodding to Sterling and pointing toward the food, the two left.

Sterling rubbed his hands through his hair, turned his head from side to side to relieve his stiffness, and stretched. He walked to the table, sat in the hard chair provided for his use, and surveyed the tray of food. The Alesandrans had given him fruit, bread, nuts, and some hot beverage in a mug. He began to try his breakfast as his stomach reminded him that he had not eaten for many hours.

Tasting a fruit that reminded him of an apple, he relived the past two days in his mind. He was frustrated that they had not found anything that even looked like some device that could propel a spaceship across the galaxy in an instant. He was embarrassed by the ease with which his party had been captured. It was evident that he had underestimated the inhabitants of this planet.

His captors had been kind to him, his crew, and his passengers.

“Lucky for us that we had Crae. At least she has been able to talk with them somewhat. I wonder how the others are doing.”

The events of the past several months flashed before him.

“Luck, Sterling?” a quiet Voice spoke into his mind. “Remember that I am working all things for your good, and for the good of those in your care. Do not be dismayed by this turn of events.”

Sterling realized the absurdity of “luck.”

The Alesandrans had stripped him of all his personal belongings except for this uniform.

“They have probably secured all of our belongings from the Phoenix,” he thought. Smiling, Sterling thought of the look on Chief Jindal’s face as he boarded the hovercraft the night before.

“He wasn’t at all happy with me. I’m glad that he did not shoot them or destroy the ship.”

Sterling spread some jam on his bread, took a bite, and chased it with the hot beverage, a type of tea. As he savored the last of his meal, the door opened, and the two men who had brought him his breakfast, accompanied by Crae, entered the room unannounced.

“Commander Newman,” Shondra greeted him.

Rising from his chair, Sterling said, “Captain Shondra. How good to see you. Are you well?”

“Yes. I have been treated kindly. Knowing some Creon has helped. They seem fascinated by me. At any rate, they have come to take you and me for, shall we say, a debriefing.”

“You mean interrogation?”

“Yes, but I was trying to be kind and encouraging about our situation.”

“Thank you, Captain. I appreciate the thought.”

“You are welcome. Now, tend to your personal needs quickly. We have to go with them.”

Sterling excused himself into an adjacent room for a few minutes, and returned.

“Well, a washed face makes the day start better,” Sterling noted to Crae as their guards escorted them out of the room and down a corridor. They made several turns, and entered a small, windowless room containing a table, chairs, glasses, and pitchers of water. The guards motioned for them to sit.

As Sterling finished his quick surveillance of the room, Elder Griffin and Janbok entered. They sat across the table from Sterling and Crae.

Addressing them both, Janbok began, “We trust that you were able to sleep and that you have had a good breakfast. We want you to know that your companions have suffered no harm and are being cared for as you have been.”

Sterling, understanding because of his embedded translator, and Crae, because of her knowledge of Creon, nodded approval and thanked Janbok.

“Now, we want to know where you are from and why you are here.”

Crae gave Sterling an inquiring glance.

“Tell them what is sufficient. We need their cooperation if we are to find this device,” Sterling said.

Pausing momentarily to gather her thoughts, Crae formulated her response carefully.

“I am Captain Shondra Crae, and this is Commander Sterling Newman. He is in charge of our mission. Recently, our people picked up a locator signal from an old spaceship, called the Arsenade, from this planet, which we call 12-C. The Arsenade was lost many, many years ago after leaving a planet that we call Creon, so we were surprised to detect this signal now. We were intrigued because we thought that your planet was uninhabited.”

“Why did you want to find the ship?” asked Janbok.

“We thought it would be an important, historical discovery,” Crae replied.

“So you sent an expedition across the galaxy to find an old vessel, for historical purposes?”

“Yes,” came Crae’s reply.

“No other reason?”

“Such as?”

“You tell me, Captain,” Janbok responded tersely.

Crae sat silent pondering.

“You can tell them, Shondra,” Sterling sighed. “By that last remark, I believe they already know.”

“We came looking for a device that was reported to be on the Arsenade when it left Creon. A device called the qi vortex.”

Janbok and Elder Griffin each sat back in his chair and looked intently at Sterling and Crae.

“We do know of the qi vortex, but we will not discuss it with you,” replied Elder Griffin. “You must return to your home planet without it. Who else knows about the interception of the signal?”

“As far as we know, Sir, no one else does. Our organization has the sophisticated equipment required to detect and interpret the signal from the Arsenade. I do not believe that any other entity could have detected it. Our mission here is secret; only a few people outside of our crew know about it.”

“You will have to leave soon,” Janbok said. “Your presence has already caused much difficulty for us. We live in an open society, but most of our inhabitants are unaware of life in the galaxy off our planet, which we, by the way, call Alesandra. News of your presence has already begun to spread. We will have many internal matters to deal with. We will return your belongings, except for your weapons, and escort you back to your ship tonight. You must then leave immediately.”

Sterling sat forward and spoke to Crae, “Tell them that we need to return. We cannot guarantee that someone else will not learn of the Arsenade and come looking for it. They cannot remain isolated any longer. Tell them that I have a friend who is an official on Creon who would like to talk with them. Maybe their two peoples could reconnect since they both are Creon in origin.”

Crae relayed this information to Janbok and Elder Griffin.

“Let us consider your request,” Janbok responded. “We will give you an answer when we return you to your ship tonight. We will reunite you with your companions soon.”

“Shondra, one last question,” said Sterling, leaning forward and looking at Janbok. “Ask him his name.”

Crae asked, “Sir, please tell us your name.”

Rising from their seats, Elder Griffin and Janbok looked intently at Crae and Sterling.

“My name? I am Janbok Sandal.”


Chapter 23: Alliance Date 34.285

Alesandra

Janbok’s home

 

The stars blazed in the clear autumn sky as Janbok slipped quietly into his darkened home just past midnight. He hoped the whir of the hovercraft would not awaken anyone. He gently closed the door behind him and began his trek toward his bedroom. The home was calm, secure, and alive with only the usual sounds of its nighttime: the refrigerator, the environmental control system, the faint chirp of nocturnal birds passing outside the closed windows. His pet warlax, Ginger, came to him and rubbed his legs as he tried to walk silently toward the bedroom.

“Stop, Ginger!” he whispered. “You are going to trip me, and then I will make a racket.”

Ginger arched his back, shot his tail straight into the air, gave a snippety “Merow” and sauntered to his accustomed nightly perch on the sofa.

Janbok slowly opened the bedroom door and peered inside. He remembered to remove his boots and leave them in the hallway.

“Lights off. Good. Glendor breathing gently. Good. Sleeping peacefully. Even better!” he thought to himself.

Janbok padded across the floor to their closet and gently opened its door. He walked into the closet and closed the door. He changed in the dark, hoping to rid himself of his mental burden as he shed his day clothes, longing to regain his calm life as he donned his nightclothes.

He reopened the closet door as gently as he could, took a silent step into their bedroom, closed the door behind him, and walked deliberately, quietly to the left side of the bed: his side. He decided just to lie down on the covers. In the glow of the nightlights, Janbok could see Glendor’s thick, long blonde hair cascading over her shoulders. He would explain everything to her in the morning after some needed sleep. Janbok lay still on the soft, inviting, comforting cover of their bed. Sights, sounds of the past twenty-four hours swirled in his head; thoughts of the rapid change that would soon overtake Alesandra raced through his mind. The feel, the smell of his home, the reassuring sound of Glendor breathing began to overrule all other competing thoughts as his body relaxed and he drifted off to sleep.

Suddenly, Glendor sat bolt upright, grabbed her pillow with her right hand, and swung it around onto Janbok’s head.

“Janbok, who were those people I saw in the hovercrafts last night when you dropped off the boys? Where did you go? Why did you have to go with Elder Griffin and the others? I want to know what is going on, and I want to know right now, Janbok Sandal. Right now!”

Glendor flipped on the lights, crossed her arms across her chest, leaned against the headboard, and waited, staring at her husband, whose head was covered by her pillow.

Janbok quickly came to his senses but lay still. She had hit him over the head with her pillow before, but then they had been playing. He realized that this was not play: Glendor was aggravated with him, maybe even angry. He needed to choose his words well.

Slowly pulling the pillow off his head, Janbok sat up, put his own pillow behind his head, and scooted back to rest against the headboard. He held Glendor’s pillow with both arms, hoping for protection should she decide to punch him.

After adjusting himself, he turned his head to look at her. Glendor’s blue-eyed stare pierced his soul.

“What did you find, and how are those people connected to it?”

“Glendor,” he began slowly, “the boys know much of what I am about to tell you and will soon learn the rest, along with all of Alesandra.”

The arms-crossed stare continued.

Janbok shifted so that he could face Glendor more directly.

“What do you know about the early history of Alesandra?”

“Well, that we have always been here. No one knows how long. There are stories that the ancient people came from someplace far away, but everyone knows that to be only stories. Why?”

“The truth is,” he said, “the truth is that our ancestors did come from another part of the galaxy, from far away, from a planet called Creon.”

“How did they come here?” she asked, her arms starting to loosen and drop to her side.

“They came in a large ship, a ship that could travel through space, with over two hundred people aboard.”

“Travel through space? Are you out of your mind?”

“No, Glendor,” he spoke calmly. “I am not out of my mind. I have known about the ship for much of my life. Tonight I was inside it.”

“Is that what the boys found?”

“Yes, it is.”

“How did they find it?”

“By chance when they were exploring beyond the North Ridge one day.”

“Why does no one know about this?”

“Some do, only a few. The ancients left Creon about 180 years ago, not that long ago, actually. They left because they had created a device that they feared would be confiscated by the government and put to the wrong uses. One of the abilities of the device is to travel vast distances through space at incredible speeds, almost in an instant. So some scientists, their families, and some others who wanted to come left Creon with the only version of the device and came here. My ancestor, Lorbok Sandal, was one of the leaders. He was the principal developer of the device.”

You still have not told me why almost no one on Alesandra knows about this,” she protested.

“The group who came here from Creon also removed all records of the development of the device. They were the only people in the galaxy who knew of the development and location of the device. Alesandra is so far distant from Creon that technology of that time would have taken years, maybe decades, to make the journey. The leaders thought it best if the information was kept secret.”

“How could they do that?”

“They had another device with them, a device that could selectively erase or muddle memory. A few considered trustworthy to the ultimate degree were selected to keep all of their memories but pledged to pass them down only to their children at the appropriate time. Lorbok Sandal was one of those chosen; so was one of Elder Griffin’s ancestors. So, everyone except the chosen few voluntarily had their memories selectively erased or muddled.”

Glendor stared at him in disbelief, her mouth partially agape, her hands now fully resting on the bed.

“To erase someone’s memories: how horrible.”

“Not completely: just about the travel here, life on Creon, and about the device. They still knew who they were, still had their relationships. They just did not think about Creon anymore, about the journey, or about the device.”

“What about the memory-altering device? Where is it?”

“Lorbok and the others chosen destroyed it.”

“Why did they allow some to retain all of their memories?”

“They believed that one day people would eventually reach Alesandra, so they wanted a memory of the device and the journey to help us deal with the newcomers when they arrived. If no one knew about the device, we might not be prepared to deal with the outsiders.”

“And you are one of the ones who knows?”
“Yes, I am.”

“Eventually, would you have told our boys?”
“Yes, eventually I would have told one or both of them. I was told when I was about seventeen years old.”

“Why did you not think this was just a story, a fable?”

“Because I was shown documents, a map of the galaxy, the summary of the development of the device, and a letter from Lorbok Sandal. I was entrusted with the secret, as was Elder Griffin by his father.”

“Have all the Elders known?”

“Some, like Elder Griffin, have known since they were told by their fathers as teens. Some have been told once they became the Elder, but that has happened only rarely. We have tried to keep the number of people who know to a minimum.”

“Where is this device and what is it called?”
“It is under the ground in a clearing beyond the North Ridge between two small groves of trees. The ancients buried it there before they erased people’s memories. The device is called the qi vortex.”

“That is what Stubok and Treybok found?”

“Yes. They found the ship, Arsenade, which is the qi vortex. They are not separate: they are one and the same.”

“Did you know the location of the ship?”

“No, the ancients passed on only as much information as they thought would be useful. The exact location of the ship was not recorded, but all the keepers have known that it rested somewhere beyond the North Ridge. That is why that area has never been developed. Some of what was passed down has been altered with the retelling, so not all of us who know, know everything or know everything correctly, but we know enough.”

Glendor pulled her pillow away from Janbok and, resting it under her head, lay down again.

Staring at the ceiling, she asked without looking at him, “Who were the people in the hovercraft?”

“They came seeking the ship.”

“How did they know it was here?”

“Stubok unknowingly activated a locator signal which they detected on their side of the galaxy. Apparently, the qi vortex is still operational and propelled the signal faster than normal. From what we can determine, it only took a few days for the signal to cross the galaxy.”

“Are they the only ones who know about us?”

“I do not know.”

“When will this be told to all the people?” Turning her head toward Janbok, she asked worriedly, “You are going to tell everyone, aren’t you?”

“Yes, Glendor, Elder Griffin is going to address our people soon. Already people are talking about these space travelers, and questions are coming. He will have to tell them soon.”

Turning off the light, Glendor reflected, “This is going to change our world, Janbok. Things will not be the same once this is fully revealed: a ship that could fly through space buried on Alesandra, people from another part of the galaxy coming here, a device, the …”
“The qi vortex,” Janbok finished her sentence.

“Yes, the qi vortex. Life will soon be different for us all,” she noted.

After a few moments silence, she asked, “Will Seishu still be Seishu?”

“Yes, my dear. He will always be, no matter our circumstance. He will always be.”

In the dark, they slid toward each other, their hands meeting. For both, the familiarity of the other reassured each that there was still stability in their lives, that life would continue, different than before in some ways, the same in many.

Glendor interrupted their moment, “Why Alesandra?”

“Alesandra was the name of Lorbok’s mother, who did not make the journey here. He loved her dearly and wanted her to be a part of our culture forever, even if most people never knew the connection.”

As sleep was about to overtake them, Janbok asked, “Do you trust me still?”

“I do trust you, Janbok, but I never knew that you could keep a secret so well. I’ll have to think about that for a while. Good night. I love you.”

“Good night, dearest Glendor. I love you, too, with all my heart.”

 

 

The Phoenix

 

“We are well clear of Alesandra, Commander Newman,” Crae informed Sterling.

“Good. Thank you, Captain Shondra. Set our course for the AIS Headquarters on Earth. We will maintain silent running until we reach the space around Earth.”

“Yes, Commander.”

“Captain Shondra, join me in the conference room. The remainder of our party is waiting for us there. Lieutenant Jones, you have the helm.”

“Yes, Commander,” responded Jones, moving toward the command seat as Sterling and Crae made their way off the bridge.

Crae and Sterling walked in silence down the corridor and boarded a lift to another level.

“Commander Newman.”

Turning toward his first officer, “Yes, Captain Shondra?”

“That was the most unusual encounter I have ever had with aliens on their home planet.”

“How so?”

“Did you not find our interview odd? The two men who talked with us, Elder Griffin and Janbok Sandal, did not seem unnerved by our presence, but all of the other Alesandrans, they were not sure what to make of us.”

“They seemed to hold some official positions within the society.”

“Yes, Commander. And they seemed to indicate that most people on Alesandra are unaware of life off their planet. Yet they appeared to be technologically advanced. Their buildings, their communication, their vehicles, all seemed more advanced than I would expect from a primitive society.”

The lift came to a stop, the door swooshed open, and the two stepped out into another corridor.

“They are not primitive, Captain Shondra. Their ancestors came all the way from Creon to Alesandra over one hundred eighty years ago. They are not primitive, but it would appear that most people are, shall we say, uninformed.”

“What do you mean?”
“Well, those two, Elder Griffin and Janbok Sandal, were comfortable with us yet distressed that we had come to their planet. They had no questions about how we had come to Alesandra, and they knew to have their people look for our ship. They also anticipated that we might have weapons on our ship and asked us in good faith to refrain from using them. It is like those two have a secret that most people on Alesandra do not know. I hope that we can return and learn more about them.”

“I hope that no one else learns of Alesandra and the Arsenade until we can secure it and the qi vortex. If it is as powerful a device as we have been led to believe, who knows what some nefarious person might do with it.”

“Right. For now, though, let’s keep that thought between us. Here we are.”

Sterling and Crae entered the conference room as the door opened. Jane, Sam, and Benjamin were seated at a medium-sized table, enjoying snacks and drinks. 

“I know that this has been a different experience than you had expected. The Alesandrans told me that you had been treated well and that all of your needs had been met. Any comments about our hosts?” asked Sterling.

“Gracious,” replied Jane.

“Hospitable,” responded Sam.

“Perplexed,” answered Benjamin.

Chuckling, Sterling asked, “How so?”

“As the others have noted, they were polite, did their best to be sure that we were comfortable and had food, but they seemed puzzled by us. And no translators at all: made it quite difficult to communicate,” Benjamin said.

Walking around the table to stand beside Benjamin, Sterling said, “They were puzzled by us. They had never seen people from another planet.”
“What?” asked Jane. “You must be kidding.”

“No, I am not,” replied Sterling. “I cannot explain the situation fully, but that is a truth that Captain Shondra and I gleaned from our conversation with them.”

“Now,” Sterling continued, “I need to know what each of you learned during our stay on Alesandra. Dr. Powell, you start.”

Jane placed both elbows on the table, clasped her hands together, gave a perplexed look, and said, “Not very much at all. As for the society, they have much technology, but it is all devoted to life on their planet. I did not see anything that even looked like they were interested in travel beyond their planet. As for the Arsenade, I did not have time to inspect any of the systems on it. However, I can conclude that if the old Creons used this qi vortex to travel from Creon to Alesandra it would have had to propel them at velocities greater than were capable of the light-speed drives in existence then. That ship did not appear large enough to me to hold supplies sufficient for a large group of people to make the journey at light-speed.”

“Dr. Adamus, your observations?”

“Leaning back in his chair, finishing a pastry, Sam wiped his hands and took some tea before replying, “Commander, I am a specialist in spacecraft design, so I am no expert on this matter, but I believe they have a generally peaceful society. The party that greeted us looked and acted more like hunters than militia or an army or a police force. What I saw of Alesandra seemed to be well-developed and maintained, but we all know that people generally show visitors only the best.”

Sterling chuckled, “Yes, and we had the night tour. Dr. Norgood, your turn.”

Benjamin rose to walk around the table as he spoke. “I echo Dr. Powell’s consternation that we did not have more time to explore and examine that fine old vessel. It is in such good condition. I was amazed. The Arsenade appears to be one of the most exquisite vessels that I have seen or read about from that period. Even in our haste to find the vortex, I noted how well constructed she is. The ship is well planned, designed for efficiency and comfort. I want to know how it ended up underground. It obviously did not crash land. It is as though someone placed it there.”

“You mean ‘buried it’?” asked Crae.

“Yes, exactly. It is in a remote place, away from the population center, placed underground with great care, yet not too deep.”

“As though someone wanted to hide it, yet not make it totally inaccessible,” Crae added.

“Exactly!” shouted Benjamin. “If the old Creons, who became the Alesandrans, wanted to stay bound to their new planet, why not just destroy it?”

“Good question, Dr. Norgood. And what of the qi vortex? Have they hidden it, also?” asked Sterling.

Sam asked, “Did you gain any insight to that question, Commander? You said they interrogated you and Captain Shondra.”

“More like an interview than an interrogation, but no, we did not. I am not even sure if they are aware of it.”

Sterling glanced at Crae, answering her barely perceptible inquiring look with one of his own.

“He wants to keep that part of our interview between us,” she thought.

“Well, unless anyone has anything else to add, you are free to go. We will have a six-day journey back to Earth. There, the AIS Intelligence Service will debrief you formally. When we return to Earth, you will be able to contact your families and universities. Until then, we are running silent.”

The three scientists walked out of the room, heading toward their quarters.

“Glad I brought some reading,” said Jane. “This is going to be a long six days with nothing to investigate.”

After the three had left the room, Sterling closed the door.

“Decided not to tell them everything?”

“Yes, Shondra. That is an important piece of information I would rather keep between us. Do not even tell Jones. You have been in the AIS long enough to know that most people cannot be trusted with even trivial information, much less really important knowledge. I prefer for our passengers to continue to wonder if the qi vortex still exists.”

As they walked toward the door, Sterling continued, “I like these Alesandrans, Elder Griffin and Janbok Sandal: they told us just enough to let us know that they are aware of the importance of the qi vortex without giving us any truly important details. And, Janbok left a present for me in my cabin.”

“A present?”

“Information about their global communications system and a transponder code that will allow us to contact them when we return.”

 

 

Later, on Alesandra

Janbok’s home

 

“Boys, come now. It is 9 o’clock, and Elder Griffin is going to speak about the newcomers. I want you to hear this.”

As Stubok and Treybok ran toward the living area, Glendor turned to Janbok and asked quietly, “He is not going to mention them by name, is he? I do not want them turned into celebrities and have lots of people coming around to interview them.”

“No, he is not,” Janbok said. “He is also going to prevent anyone from the government from talking with them. As far as anyone is concerned, we just came upon the visitors.”

Stubok and Treybok sat on the floor in front of their parents. Janbok activated the live feed from the capital.

Elder Griffin’s image appeared on the airscreen. He sat at his desk in his office in the capital.

“This is a rare event for the Elder to speak to the people on such short notice, but he felt it necessary to address the matter quickly, as rumors have already started to emerge,” Janbok whispered into Glendor’s ear as they both watched the tired-appearing Elder look directly into the camera.

“My fellow Alesandrans,” he began, slowly and deliberately, “I have asked to speak with you on such short notice because I must clarify events that have occurred over the past two days, that you may have heard about from others or seen on the news. There is no cause for alarm, but these events are unique, important, and of great consequence for all of us.”

“Two days ago, a hunting party of which I was a part encountered people from another planet past the North Ridge. I know that you are asking yourselves if you heard me right, and you did. People from another planet have visited our Alesandra. I know that some have speculated on the idea of life on other worlds, although there has never been any proof. They came here on a mission of exploration, not knowing that we were here. We escorted them to the capital, cared for them, interviewed them as best we could. One of them spoke a language similar to our own, surprisingly enough. They promised us no harm and returned to their world early this morning.”

Glendor turned to Janbok, “This is still mind-boggling to me, and I am married to the one who saw it all happen. I cannot imagine what other people are thinking. This changes everything.”

Elder Griffin continued, “Although we cannot be sure, we expect that they will return, we hope in peace. If so, Alesandra will become part of what has suddenly become a much wider galaxy. In the days ahead, I will meet with my cabinet to discuss contingency plans, and I will address the Parliament soon. Tomorrow, I will hold a press conference. For now, life on Alesandra goes on as always. The markets are open, businesses are running, people are going to work or to school. Go to your worship places, go to your quiet places, pray for us to have wisdom and guidance. Pray for courage as we enter a new era. Thank you for your attention and for your continued trust in our leadership.”

As Elder Griffin’s image faded from the view and the airscreen dissolved, Glendor shifted on their sofa and remarked as she looked directly at Janbok, “So, do you still think it was wise for the Founders to do what they did? To erase almost everyone’s mind, to bury that spaceship, to keep everyone in the dark for all these years, to try to keep us apart from the rest of the galaxy? This, this, is so hard to comprehend. And he did not even tell them all of the truth. When is that going to come out, and what will people think? Will he tell them everything? How will he protect whatever device is inside that ship? Oh, Janbok, our world is going to change so much.”

Janbok gazed at Glendor in silence for several moments. Stubok and Treybok sat on the floor, staring at him. As he spoke, they leaned forward, intent on hearing and understanding their father.

“Glendor, you have many questions, most of which I do not know how to answer. We will have to see how Elder Griffin guides us over the coming days and hope that people will not panic. As for the Founders’ actions, they believed the qi vortex to have such utter power for both good and evil that they wanted to keep it as secret as they could. So…”

“So?”

“So, they did what they thought was best.”

“If that thing is potentially so terrible, why did they not just destroy it after they came here? Why leave it intact?”

Janbok stared blankly at Glendor, realizing that he had no answer to this most fundamental question.

 

 

Aries

 

Kicking off his shoes, Vincent leaned back in his desk chair and stretched, from his toes to the tips of his fingers. Closing his eyes, he turned his head right, then left, hearing the popping of his joints and enjoying the feel of his muscles tighten, then relax. Opening his eyes, he gazed out of his office window into the overcast afternoon on Aries.

“Councilor-General,” his assistant’s voice came over the comm, “Councilor Sandal is here to see you. She does not have an appointment.”

“That’s fine! With Councilor Sandal, no appointment is needed. Send her in.”

Vincent swiveled around to see Armena Sandal come through the doorway to his office carrying a tray with cups, sugar, cream, and a large carafe of hot coffee.

“Your assistant said she was about to bring this to you. Thought I would save her the trouble.”

Vincent checked the time as the doors closed behind Armena.

“Yes,” he thought, “it is time for coffee. How the day has flown past.”

“Thank you,” he said to Armena. “Join me?”

“Yes, I will. I tried some recently on a transport and liked it. You have made me a fan.”

“Well, this will be better than any coffee you could possibly buy on a transport. It is from the southeastern part of the Eastern continent on Earth. I really like it. I asked Commander Newman to purchase some more for me.”

“Yes, he told me,” Armena replied as Vincent poured coffee for them.

Pointing toward the cream and sugar, he raised his eyebrows inquiringly.

“One of each, please.”

Vincent prepared her coffee, then his. He handed her a full cup, picked up his, and returned to his chair.

Savoring the warmth of the coffee radiating through his cup, Vincent said, “This is the only way to truly enjoy a cup of coffee.”

“Ceramic cups. I remembered on the transport,” she said.

Tasting his coffee and settling into his chair, Vincent said, “Now I know you did not come here just to have a cup of coffee with me, Armena. What is on your mind?”

“Councilor-General…”

“Vincent. In closed quarters, please call me Vincent. Formalities here are not necessary, Armena, but I do appreciate your observation of them in public.”

“All right, Vincent, and I shall try to remember where I am when I address you. So, that was quite a Council session today.”

“Yes, unusually raucous meeting, even for this Council. I was not certain I could convince enough councilors to back the proposal.”

“There was great resistance to your proposal. Councilors are wary now and unsure of how much to be involved with matters outside the Alliance.”

“Agreed, but I am encouraged that many of them came to see the matter on Kirill as affecting the Alliance greatly. Your remarks turned the tide. Why did you and Councilor Chockdal decide to support my unexpected aid proposal?”

“Maxine and I researched as much as we could on Kirill and on prior efforts to provide aid to troubled systems. I concluded that Kirill needs stabilization as quickly as possible. Who knows what weapons Pragsmon has developed and amassed. Without a stable government to control them, the Alliance could face real threats in the future. Kirill needs a stable government to subdue the remaining old military.”

“Was it difficult to convince Councilor Chockdal?”
Armena took a slow drink of her coffee and replied, “He was wary at first but was already pondering the issue of stability on Kirill. As we discussed the matter, he began to see the wisdom of direct aid as being a good way to help the government on Kirill. Once Councilor Chockdal agreed with me, he said would speak in favor of your proposal.”

“Thank you. Thank you, both. The influence of Borela and Creon is strong, and I am glad to have you allied with me on this matter. I think that it is the best way that we can help Prime Minister Galen and Kirill.”

“So, how will you proceed?”
“I will talk with the Prime Minister to learn the most immediate needs and if Kirill will even accept our help. I will also ask about the other planets in the Kirillean Empire to learn how we can help them. I will then find merchant guilds from which the Alliance can purchase aid items. We will then have to negotiate within the budget set by the Council, actually purchase the food and other supplies, and arrange with the guilds for transport. I want Alliance operatives to perform the direct distribution, as I do not want to empower the different factions on Kirill. Now they have only a temporary, limited government and, you are aware, I believe, that Kirill is having a referendum later this year to decide the fate of their planet.”

“One planetary government or multiple continental governments, if I understand correctly.”

“Right, such an odd idea: multiple governments on a planet; but it is their planet, and they have to decide how to proceed. Our involvement is to help people who are hurting and to protect the Alliance, nothing more.”

Armena set her cup down on Vincent’s desk and leaned forward.

“Councilor Chockdal made the same comments during our discussion. It is a wise position to take, but you must be careful not to cross those two boundaries. It can be easy to be caught up in Kirillean politics or to actually be working to establish some form of government that the Alliance deems best or profitable. Do not let them draw you or the Alliance in where you do not want to be, Vincent. And be careful which merchant guilds you choose. You know some of them can be a little shady.”

“I have already begun looking into them, in anticipation of a positive vote today. I understand your concerns, and I will be careful. I will use the Alliance staff here to help me. Believe me, I am fully aware, even in the brief time I’ve been serving as Councilor-General, that I cannot do this all on my own. I used to wonder about all of the staff the Alliance has here, used to wonder what they did.”

“I think you used to wonder what you did when you were Vice-Councilor for Creon,” Armena chuckled.

“No, because you always had something for me to do, even though I tried hard to be difficult to find.”

A pleasant silence came over them for a few moments.

Vincent thought, “I am scared out of my wits, truth be known, Armena Sandal, but real responsibility has challenged and changed me. I understand you better now, but still wonder what empowers you.”

They finished their coffees, savoring the lingering aroma.

“Vincent, have you heard from Sterling? He told me that he had some urgent mission with the AIS that prevented him from being here. I was looking forward to seeing him.”

“Armena, I do not know what you are talking about, officially, that is. And if I did, you know I could not talk with you about it. But, no, I have not heard from Commander Newman. If I should, though, I will let you know at once. You have become friends, it seems.”

Armena blushed, “Yes, we have. I can talk with him about life. He has been good for me in the wake of my father’s death.”

Armena looked up to see the cloudy sky beyond Vincent’s window darkening even more than before.

“Looks like a storm is coming up. I had better go. I do not want to be caught in the rain.”

Vincent turned to see the storm clouds gathering. Continuing to look out the window, he said, “Yes, you should go. I would not want you to be soaked.”

Armena rose from her chair and headed toward the door.

“Our lives are like the weather, Armena: A storm comes, we survive, enjoy some clear days, but another storm is certain to come. I know another storm is coming for the Alliance, and so for me. I hope that I survive the next one, whatever form it takes.”

Turning toward her, Vincent continued, “Armena, how do you survive the storms?”

Armena paused, “Vincent, we have spoken of this before. You know my answer, but you have never chosen to embrace Him. When you are ready to talk, listen, and consider, contact me. For that matter, talk with Commander Newman: Our answers now are the same.”

She turned around and proceeded to the door, which opened silently before her. She passed into his assistant’s office, made a left turn, headed through another doorway into the hallway, and was gone.

“‘Seishu,’ that would be your answer,” he thought, pondering their previous conversations.

Vincent sat in his chair, swiveled around, and watched the rain begin to pelt against his window.

 


Chapter 24: Alliance Date 34.286

Alesandra

 

Elder Griffin sat at his desk reviewing his notes and rehearsing in his mind what he would say to the reporters. He poured a glass of deep red wine from the decanter that he always kept on his desk. He swirled the wine in the glass, taking care not to spill over the rim of the glass.

He stared at the wine. “I had hoped there would be some revelation here, but there is none: only wine, but good wine.” He downed all of it in one long quaff, set the glass on his desk, rose, and headed out to the briefing area.

Walking down the hall, he recalled all of the questions his Cabinet posed for him. He supposed that he would hear the same questions, and more, in a moment.

As he opened the door to enter the briefing room, he encountered a barrage of cameras clicking, lights flashing, and a cacophony of questions from the reporters. After taking his place behind the podium, with a vague desire to enlarge it for protection, Elder Griffin raised his hands for silence. Once the reporters realized that he would not take questions, they settled into their seats, became quiet, and awaited his message.

“I have just met with my Cabinet to explain the situation to them regarding the recent visitors from another planet. I have assured them that we were in control of the situation from the moment we discovered it, that we handled the visitors humanely, and that we sent them away on what we believe to be good terms.”

Continuing, Elder Griffin said, “I know that this must be a shock for most, if not all, of you. For many years, as long as I can recall, we have taught that there is no life on other planets, that Alesandra is the only inhabited planet. We based this on our history, our observations, and our religion. We now must face the fact: That teaching is wrong. We are not alone in the galaxy. Obviously, we will have to modify our teachings and our way of looking at the universe, and we will have to be prepared to deal with these newcomers.”

“Now, let me tell you the sequence of events. I was out with a hunting party past the North Ridge when we noticed something unusual in a clearing. We spotted a man wearing clothes that were unfamiliar to us. Staying hidden, we approached him and saw that he was circling an opening in the ground. We had to subdue the man. As we came closer to the opening, we heard voices coming from beneath the ground. We waited, and soon out came one of the visitors, the one who happened to speak a language close to our own. While our weapons were trained on her, she called to her companions, and four other visitors, three males and a female, came out of the ground. We found another one at their vessel, who gave up without a fight. We escorted all seven of them to the capital, secured their weapons, housed and questioned them as best we could, then asked them to return to their home planet peacefully, which they did. That is the whole story, not much to it. I will now take questions.”

A flurry of hands shot up, accompanied by cries of, “Elder Griffin!”

He pointed to a young woman with short brown hair and a recorder.

“Elder Griffin, why did they come to Alesandra? What did they want?”

“They said that they were explorers and had come here on a scientific mission. They did not know that there are people on Alesandra. Apparently, they were conducting an investigation and were trying to leave as soon as they could.”

The young reporter persisted, “Did they find what they were seeking, and what were they doing under the ground?”

“As far as we could determine, they did not find anything of value to them. They came from under the ground without anything other than their weapons and some light provisions.”

Continuing, she asked, “Were they in a hole or in some structure in the ground?”

“You have asked enough questions, young lady, so I must give someone else a chance. As to your last question, I don’t know exactly what they were in under the ground. We did not investigate.”

Turning away from her, Elder Griffin spotted an older man, with barely graying hair, who had been in the press corps for many years. Hoping for an easier question, Elder Griffin pointed to him.

Rising, the older reporter asked, “Elder Griffin, what were you doing hunting beyond the North Ridge? No one goes there. It is far away, and there are concerns among the people that there is great danger there. At least, that is what we have always been told. What was so special to entice you there?”
Elder Griffin loosened his collar and noticed that he was beginning to sweat a little, something that he usually did not do in press briefings. His plan to field an easier question had failed.

“That is a good question. I do not know, really. We were hunting, and I guess that we just did not realize where we were. It seems serendipitous that we encountered our visitors.”

A young man, with sunglasses set atop his jet-black hair, caught Elder Griffin’s attention. The young man arose and asked, “Elder Griffin, I have a source, unnamed, of course, in your government who tells me that these visitors were actually in some type of underground structure, like a house or something. Any comments?”

Elder Griffin took a deep breath, rolled his neck to relieve the strain, and thought prior to answering, “Where are all the press who I know? These people all seem new to me.”

Finally, he said, “I don’t have any comment about the presence or absence of any structure in the ground. All I can tell you is that we found them in the ground, and we sent them on their way unharmed, with no harm to anyone on Alesandra. I will take one more question, and then I must conclude this briefing. I have other work to attend to.”

He noticed a tall, blonde-haired woman on the last row and pointed to her. She rose to ask, “Elder, will they come back, and what does this mean for Alesandra?”

“They indicated that they would like to return to Alesandra, to conduct more scientific research. They indicated that they had no intention of conquering or exploiting us. They only want to do more studies and research. As for a meaning for Alesandra, we are now part of a wider galaxy than we have known. We will have to adjust to this new reality, accept a new paradigm of life.”

Before Elder Griffin could start his exit for the door, she asked, “Can we trust them?”
The room became silent. Elder Griffin felt all eyes turn toward him, fixate on him.

“I do not know,” he responded flatly. “I hope so, but I do not know.”

“Who can we trust? Can we trust you?”

“Yes. You can trust me. I am the Elder.”

Following those words, he left the room and headed for his office. The door closed behind him.

Out in the city and all across Alesandra, people were trying to go about their normal lives, but this “new reality” was at the forefront of every conversation. People listened and watched the briefing intently, sitting in their homes, gathering in small cafes, and standing in stores viewing airscreens. They tried to digest this new information, tried to gauge Elder Griffin, tried to understand what these visitors meant for them.

“I think he’s telling the truth. He always has before.”

“Sounds odd to me. Why would they pick Alesandra, and what were they doing in the ground?”

“I always knew that the stuff about there being no other living beings in the galaxy was wrong. This proves it! What are you going to do now with your religious beliefs and your Seishu?”

“Does anyone know what they look like? I saw a picture of them in the transport vehicles. They looked grotesque, not human at all.”

“I have heard that reps on the Council are going to start an investigation.”

Sitting beside each other on the sofa in their home, Glendor and Janbok listened intently to the briefing. As the airscreen dissolved, Glendor ran her hand over the back of Janbok’s head, her fingers weaving themselves into his hair. She turned to him and said, “Janbok, he is not telling the truth. He has not told the people half the truth. They do not know about the Founders’ decision, about erasing people’s memory, about our true origins. Why did he not tell them?”

“I don’t know, my dear. I fear that this strategy is going to be counterproductive. The longer he hides what he knows, the worse it will be whenever the truth emerges.”

“Do you need to speak up? Do you need to say anything?”

“I believe that I do, but I don’t know how, when, or where. I think it is time for all of the people to know all of the truth.”


Chapter 25: Alliance Date 34.289

The Phoenix

 

“Commander Newman,” Stephen called, turning at his station, “I have a priority transmission from Admiral Ungar on a secure channel.”

“Open at my station,” responded Sterling.

An airscreen appeared in front of Sterling. A light from the screen scanned Sterling’s face. “Identity confirmed: Commander Sterling Newman. Transmission will proceed,” a voice spoke. Admiral Ungar’s image materialized quickly.

“Commander Newman,” the admiral began, “I am breaking your silent running because I have an urgent task that I need you to perform as soon as you return to Earth.”

Realizing that his return visit to Earth would be too brief to visit anyone, but not wanting to show his disappointment, Sterling leaned forward. “Of course, Sir. What is the mission?”

“Much has happened during your absence, much that I will discuss with you personally once you return. There is great unrest on Kirill. Remnants of Pragsmon’s military are working to impede the process of forming a new government; there are economic difficulties and shortages; the Kirilleans are trying to decide what form their government will take.”

Sterling sat back in his seat, taking in all of this new information.

Admiral Ungar continued, “Prime Minister Galen has called for an interim meeting of the continental delegates on 34.295. Your mission is to go to Kirill at once to provide protection for this meeting.”

“Has the Alliance formalized relations with Kirill so quickly?”

“No, but the Alliance is working with the interim government on Kirill to provide aid and economic support for the planet, on a limited basis, so we do have communication and interaction with them. This will be a covert mission, known to only a few.”

“Does the Prime Minister know that I am coming?”

“Yes. He requested your assistance, but we must keep your presence low-key unless you are really needed.”

Admiral Ungar added, “Captain Shondra and Lieutenant Jones will accompany you.”

“Are we taking the Phoenix?”

“No. You will take your RF unit to Kirill, and the two of them will each fly an RF unit. We believe that three relatively small vessels, compared to a standard military cruiser, will attract less attention.”

Sterling turned to look at Crae and Stephen, giving them a quizzical look. He then returned his attention to Admiral Ungar.

“Yes, Sir. I like the firepower of three RF units better than that of the Phoenix.”

“Our thoughts, exactly,” he replied. “One last matter.”

“Yes, Sir,” Sterling responded.

“Councilor-General Mondras has requested that Councilor Sandal accompany you as the Alliance’s official representative. I understand that she knows the Prime Minister.”

“Correct, Admiral. We both know him. She’s a good choice as liaison to Kirill.”

“Even better! Councilor Sandal will join you at the AIS station on Earth tomorrow. Your RF units will be there, serviced, and ready for the mission. You will need to leave that day to reach Kirill before the delegates meeting on 295. I know that each of you was looking forward to some time at home, but this is critical. We will work to give you extended furlough after this mission, but you will not be able to visit anyone before you leave for Kirill.”

“Is that all, Sir?”

“We will debrief you about your mission to 12-C after your arrival here. Was your mission there successful?”

“Sir, if returning the objective is the measure of success, no. By other measures, however, it was a successful mission. Now that we have secure communications, I will transmit my report, which we can discuss tomorrow.”

“I will expect a full explanation of your cryptic answer tomorrow. Until then, Ungar out.”

“Newman out.”

The airscreen dematerialized. Sterling turned to his crew members.

“So, I am not the only one with an RF unit.”

“No, Sir,” responded Crae, “the AIS actually built four units. Two were given to you and Captain Williams, two to us.”

“Our shakedown mission was uneventful, unlike yours,” Stephen interjected. “The ships proved themselves, at least with simulations.”

“It’s good that you are familiar with them. I didn’t know there were four,” Sterling said.

“Neither did we, until just now! We were not at liberty to discuss them with anyone. The AIS must have felt it best to keep knowledge of them dispersed,” said Crae. “They must be really concerned about this delegates meeting on Kirill.”

“We will find out tomorrow,” Sterling noted. “Lieutenant Jones, make arrangements for AIS to take care of our three scientists. I do not think that we will have time tomorrow to see to them ourselves.”

“Yes, Sir,” Stephen replied.

“We all must sleep well tonight and be ready to move tomorrow. Captain Shondra, inform Chief Jindal that he will have the command tonight.”

“Affirmative, Commander,” Crae responded.

 

 

Alesandra

 

Janbok Sandal sat in a hard chair at a small table. A personalized airscreen glowed softly near his hands. Cameras were trained on him. The room was filled to capacity with councilors, their staff, and onlookers. Unlike most committee meetings of the Council, this one was being aired.

A small space of floor separated him from a larger, raised table, behind which sat eleven representatives of the Council, the legislative body for Alesandra. Janbok had contacted his representative, stating that he had information vital to the current situation. He knew that the Council was starting an investigation. He thought he could help.

The representative, Malrok Grayson, seated directly across from him had asked a question, which Janbok had not answered immediately. He repeated his question after a few moments.

“Representative Grayson, I will cooperate fully with your investigation of Elder Griffin and the off-world visitors,” Janbok said matter-of-factly, looking directly at him.

“Am I going to have to ask you a lot of questions, or will you just tell me everything you know about this matter and Elder Griffin?”

“I will tell you all that I know, not because I have anything against Elder Griffin, but because the time for the truth is here. You know the unrest on the streets, the uncertainty among the people. They need to know the truth so that we can move forward, so we can adjust to this new paradigm, and so we can be prepared when the off-worlders return.”

“How do I know that you will tell us the truth? Why should we believe you, and by what authority are you speaking to us?”

“What I am about to tell you is the truth because I am truthful. My authority comes from the keepers of the qi, of which I am a member.”

“Mr. Sandal, who are the keepers of the qi?”

“Representative Grayson, I will tell you that and much more. I warn you, though, you will not want to hear some of this, because there are members of the Council who are also keepers.”

“We shall see, Mr. Sandal. Please, tell us what you want us to know.”

“About 180 years ago, on a planet far from Alesandra, a planet named Creon, from which our ancestors came, a group of scientists created a device called the qi vortex, which had the potential for great good, but which also had the potential for great destruction.”

Silence reigned in the room as Janbok proceeded to tell the entire story of the qi vortex, the exodus to Alesandra, the decision of the Founders to bury the Arsenade and to erase the memory of Creon from most of the people, and the formation of the keepers of the qi. He held back nothing, providing the names of the primary keepers through the years and of the current keepers.

After two hours, Janbok concluded his testimony. Silence hung over the room.

“Mr. Sandal, thank you for your time and for your testimony. You have given us all much to ponder and to consider. You are free to leave but remain available for us to call you back. This session is over.”

Airscreens dissolved, and representatives and onlookers gathered their belongings and shuffled out of the room.

Janbok Sandal stayed in his seat until well after the room had cleared, pondering the gravity of his rewriting of Alesandran history, wondering how this would affect the current keepers, especially Elder Griffin. He hoped that the people would understand the motives behind the actions of the Founders and the keepers. He thought of his boys. They had really been the ones who had changed the course of Alesandran history. How would they deal with that knowledge, and how could he shield them from public scrutiny? With all of these thoughts swirling in his mind, Janbok rose from his seat and walked silently out of the room.


Chapter 26: Alliance Date 34.290

AIS Spaceport

Earth

 

“Mom,” Sterling spoke into the comm link, “How are you?”

“Sterling, it is so good to hear your voice. Where are you?” Allison Newman responded.

“Mom, I can’t tell you that, but I wanted you and Maureen to know that I am okay.”

“When will you be home?”

“I don’t know, Mom. I am still on assignment, but do not worry. This should not be too dangerous. We are leaving soon. Is Maureen there?”

“No, Sterling, she and her family are at their home.”
“I will not be able to call her. Please tell her I called and that I love her.”

“Okay, Sterling, I will do that. She will be disappointed that she was not here to talk with you.”

“I am disappointed, too. I will call you as soon as I can. Bye for now.”

“Bye, Sterling,” she responded, with a decided sadness in her voice.

Before Allison could end the link, Sterling blurted, “Wait, Mom! I, I want to pray for you before I go.”

“Well, all right, Sterling,” she responded, not quite sure what to make of this request.

Fumbling for words, Sterling began aloud, “Yeshua, thank You for Mom and for her investment in me. Watch over her, Maureen, Jim, and Thad. Speak to them to let them know You are with them, and with me.”

Silence followed the abrupt end to Sterling’s prayer.

“Thank you, Sterling. That was thoughtful of you.”

“You’re welcome, Mom. I am still learning about talking with God. I’ll call when I can. Bye.”

“Bye, Sterling.”

As their images faded, they both kissed their fingers then touched them to the screens.

Sterling stayed in his seat for a moment before rising and stepping out of his private quarters on RF 4021. He made his way to the common area near the crew quarters where Armena Sandal and Maxine Gobel awaited him.

“Armena!” Sterling said enthusiastically as he approached the pair.

“Sterling,” she responded, smiling.

They greeted each other with a hug. They both thought that it felt right.

“Sterling, this is Maxine Gobel, my assistant.”

“Commander Newman, I am glad to meet you. I have heard much about you.”

Sterling looked at Armena, raising his eyebrows.

Armena blushed and continued, “Maxine has been with me a long time. Fortunately, she was not with me when the Altaar was captured and destroyed. I do not think that Draktal So would have taken her with me.”

Smiling, Sterling said, “I am glad to meet you, Maxine.”

Turning to Armena, he said, “Armena, I have much to tell you about my previous mission. The AIS has given me permission to discuss it with you. Now, though, we need to discuss our current mission. You have been briefed?”

“Yes. There is an interim delegate meeting on Kirill on 295, and Prime Minister Galen is concerned that the old military might try to disrupt the meeting. I am to meet with the Prime Minister to offer assistance from the Alliance, while you and your comrades work to protect the meeting, if needed.”

“Correct, but protect without drawing much attention to ourselves. We have to leave at once, so you need to settle into your seats.”

Sterling left them and headed for his cockpit. He strapped himself into his seat and entered the sequence to contact the port controller.

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

“Affirmative, port controller. Initiating diagnostics,” Sterling replied, as he entered the required sequence into the control panel.

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 his sleek craft skyward, looking to his left and right to see two additional RF craft rising with him.

“RF 4021 to RF units 4023 and 4024: all systems operational?”

“Affirmative, Commander,” two voices spoke through the comm link.

Smiling, Sterling responded, “Copy that. Welcome to the party. We will fly shrouded to Kirill. Once there, you two will stay concealed in orbit over Kirill. I will land with the Councilor. Admiral Kaitos wants to keep our presence a secret. He does not want to give the old military any advantage.”

Crae and Stephen both agreed with Sterling.

“Utilize flux engines until we are clear of Earth space.”

Simultaneously, the three craft in tight formation flew away from the spaceport. Once they were the required distance from Earth, the three craft shot into black space.

 

 

Alesandra

 

Malrok Grayson touched the entry pad at Janbok’s house. He had never been to the Sandals’ home, so he knew that the identification process might take a few moments. Never having liked to simply stare at a door while waiting to be identified, Malrok turned his attention to the countryside surrounding him. He much preferred living in the city, but he could appreciate the beauty and serenity of the land that cradled Janbok’s abode.

“Janbok Sandal’s quiet life is about to change, at least for awhile,” he thought.

Malrok returned his attention to the door as it swung open.

“Mr. Sandal, I am Representative Malrok Grayson from the Council. We met yesterday during your testimony,” he said.

“Yes, I do remember you,” Janbok replied. “What brings you this far out?”

“May I come in?” Malrok’s question was more of a statement as he took the first step into Janbok’s home.

“Of course,” Janbok replied, ushering the representative into the foyer. “Please, come in and sit.” He directed Malrok toward the sofa, thinking that his guest needed to learn a few country manners.

“I am surprised that you are here. I had expected a summons if you needed more…”

“I am not here to gather more information,” Malrok interjected, “I have come here on a matter of urgency, and I needed to speak with you directly.”

Glendor had heard the voice of a stranger in her home, so she walked slowly from the back of the house but stopped short of entering the living area.

Continuing, Malrok said, “Elder Griffin was found dead this morning in his apartment. He killed himself. The police are still investigating the exact cause of his death, but it seems to be some sort of substance ingestion. From the note he left, Elder Griffin was overwhelmed by your revelation of the keepers of the qi. He could not handle the blame that came his way immediately after your testimony. The press and the public condemned him for his concealment of the truth, even for the Founders’ actions.”

Janbok sat back into the sofa, a dazed look of disbelief covering his face. Glendor put her hand to her mouth, but dared not utter a sound. A tear rolled down her cheek.

“I know this must be terrible news for you. You were friends with Elder Griffin, I understand.”

“Yes, our families have been connected for many years. He and I have been part of the keepers,” Janbok said quietly, reliving the times they had spent together, his heart remembering the good times they had spent together and aching over the secret they had shared. “In spite of the revelation of the keepers and Elder Griffin’s part in it, he was a good, good person.”

“Be that as it may,” Malrok said in a pressured tone, “I have an important matter I must discuss with you now. I have no time for grief or sorrow: I am working to avoid disaster.”

Glendor pressed herself closer to the corner of the hallway, nearer to the living area.

“Alesandra now has no Elder and needs a leader who can guide us through these uncertain times. I have reviewed the response to your testimony yesterday; almost everyone is in shock at the content of your testimony, in disbelief, actually, that we have come from another planet, that this secret has been kept from them for so long. They do not like the keepers of the qi, but they have responded positively to you.”

Janbok stared at Malrok, not knowing how to interpret his monologue, still digesting the news of Elder Griffin’s death.

Malrok rushed on, “They trust you, one of the keepers, because you told the truth without coercion, with directness. As head of the committee investigating these recent events, and now adding to that Elder Griffin’s death, I have been instructed by the Council to offer you the position of Acting Elder of Alesandra under the Emergency Necessities section of our governing document. As you may recall, the Council has the authority to appoint an Elder for a limited time under circumstances such as the death of the Elder, until elections can be held, but for a period of not more than one year. Based on the response of the people to your testimony yesterday, we believe you to be the logical choice. Adding to our decision, you have already made contact with the off-worlders, and you know about the keepers and the qi vortex itself. The Council, and we believe, the people, will look to you to bring us through this crisis. What do you say, Mr. Sandal?”

Malrok sat looking at Janbok, perplexed that he had not given an immediate affirmative answer.

“I need some time….” he started to reply.

Coming around the corner, entering the living area from her safe place in the hallway, Glendor said firmly, “Janbok, you do not need time. You know in your heart, as I do in mine, that this is the right thing to do. You have said that truth needs to prevail. This is your pivotal moment. Will you shepherd truth into our world?”

Both Malrok and Janbok had turned to look at Glendor once she spoke. She stood a meter or two away from them, serene but resolute.

Janbok rose from the sofa, encouraged by his wife’s confidence in him.

“I will do as the Council asks. I will serve as Acting Elder until elections can be organized,” he said earnestly.

With those words, Janbok Sandal, quiet keeper of the qi, thrust himself out of relative obscurity into the now tumultuous world of dealing with the knowledge that Alesandrans were not alone in the galaxy and grappling with issues of trusting those in leadership.


Chapter 27: Alliance Date 34.291

Aboard RF 4021

 

Sterling joined Armena and Maxine at their quarters for breakfast. The ship was running well and seemed no worse for its time travel and for its probing by the AIS scientists.

“Ladies,” Sterling said smiling, nodding to Armena and to Maxine. “May I?” he asked, pointing to an open seat.

“Certainly, Commander,” Armena replied. “We would love some company. We managed to conjure up a reasonable meal. There is plenty for you, too.”

Sterling sat beside Armena, who put her arm around his.

“Sterling, it is good to see you. I missed you at the Council meeting.”

“How did it go for you?”

“Much better than I had really expected. Maxine made an overture to Councilor Chockdal on my behalf, which proved to be instrumental in gaining his cooperation.”

Sterling looked at Maxine. “Congratulations, Maxine. I understand that Councilor Chockdal can be difficult at times.”

“Yes, he can, but he is also reasonable and is a good man,” Maxine responded.

“Well, thanks for helping my friend,” Sterling said.

He turned to Armena, gently unwrapping his arm from hers. “I have important news to tell you about my last mission. As I said yesterday, I have been given permission by AIS, by the Admiral himself, to relay this information to you.”

“Why?” Armena asked.

“You will understand after I have finished,” he replied.

“The deep space monitors received a signal from an old spaceship recently: the Arsenade.”

Armena took a breath and leaned back slightly.

Quietly, almost reverently, she said, “There was a ship that left Creon almost two hundred years ago. It was named the Arsenade. Was the signal from that ship?”

“Yes, from that ship.”

For an hour, while they ate, Sterling told the entire tale from the receiving of the Arsenade’s signal, to finding the ship, to being unable to locate the qi vortex, to being captured, and to being released. Armena sat transfixed during Sterling’s story. An important event in the history of Creon had come full circle.

“And Armena, one of the men I met who seemed to know about the qi vortex and the Arsenade was named Janbok Sandal,” Sterling said, looking directly at her.

Maxine interrupted the ensuing silence. “Armena, there was a scientist named Sandal on the Arsenade, I believe related to you.”

Looking to Maxine, then turning her gaze back to Sterling as she spoke, Armena said, “Yes, there was. Lorbok Sandal was his name. His brother, Shaunbok, did not leave on the Arsenade. Shaunbok was my ancestor. So, they survived the journey.”

“Yes, and they have developed a thriving society, but, somehow, I don’t think that most Alesandrans know there is life beyond their planet.”

“Why do you think that?” Armena asked.

“Really just a hunch, but I will not be surprised if I am correct. The people we encountered seemed perplexed by us, thought us to be an oddity. Except for the leaders we met, Elder Griffin and Janbok Sandal. They were quite comfortable with off-worlders.”

“Fascinating,” interjected Maxine, “but if you are correct, how could that be possible?”

“I don’t know, but we are going to find out. Armena, the Councilor-General wants you to return to Alesandra with us after this mission is over. He wants you to meet with Elder Griffin and Janbok Sandal to start a dialogue with them and to help us secure the qi vortex. The AIS is concerned that other parties may have intercepted the locator signal and may be searching for the Arsenade. Alesandra would be defenseless against hostile interstellar visitors.”

Her heart racing, Armena said eagerly, “Of course I will go, and Maxine with me. But Sterling, how will we let them know we are coming? We cannot just appear from space.”

“Before we left, Janbok gave me a transponder with codes to access their communications system. I will contact him when we are a day away.”

After finishing her panchual, Armena reflected aloud, “I never expected to hear the name of the Arsenade today, or any day, for that matter. Maxine, that trip will be the adventure of a lifetime.”

 


Chapter 28: Alliance Date 34.294

Kirill

 

Sterling, Crae, and Stephen guided their RF craft to the landing pads at a secondary spaceport outside of Kir. Sterling noticed no other ships or activity in the vicinity. After receiving clearance for disembarkation, the party left their ships, descending onto the tarmac. Galen, Granchek, and Durstan came to them.

Galen greeted his friend Sterling, “Commander, it is good of you to come for this meeting. I appreciate your reinforcements, also,” looking to Crae and Stephen.

“Councilor-General Mondras wants you to know that the Alliance is eager to help the people of Kirill. He is working on an aid package.”

“Yes, we have discussed this, and we are grateful for any assistance.”

Turning to his companions, Sterling said, “Galen, these are two fellow AIS officers, Captain Shondra and Lieutenant Jones. You remember Councilor Sandal, and this is her assistant, Maxine Gobel.”

“Greetings to each of you from myself and the people of Kirill,” Galen responded. “This is Granchek and Durstan, my two closest assistants.”

After everyone had exchanged appropriate greetings, Galen continued, “I brought you to this secondary port because we want to keep your presence here as low profile as possible. The delegates to our interim meeting do not know that I have asked for help from the Alliance, though they have heard that the Alliance is interested in some type of relief assistance, which we will discuss tomorrow, and that Councilor Sandal is paying a courtesy visit to Kirill on behalf of the Alliance. She will be introduced tomorrow at our opening session. My primary concern is that the old military will attempt to disrupt the meeting tomorrow. Later, I can tell you what they have done thus far. I hope that you can help support our own military, should something occur.”

As they walked toward the terminal, Sterling said, “I understand that you have secured most of the old military. Will that not be enough to thwart any incident staged by the old Imperial forces?”

“That is part of our problem, Commander. After dinner tonight, I will relate all that has happened since your departure. For now, let’s complete your security clearance inside and go to your quarters. You can freshen up from your flight, we can all have dinner, and then we will talk.”

 

 

 

 

Later, on Kirill

 

“Admiral, all is ready here, as you requested. The resistance believes that they have control of the remaining fleet, but, because of your incursions onto their bases, they are not certain. The Prime Minister is counting on the three Alliance vessels to make up for any deficiencies their own fleet may have.”

“We are familiar with these RF vessels. They are powerful and, if piloted by someone with skill, can be formidable. We only knew of two, one of which we destroyed. It seems that the other survived and the Alliance has two more. No matter. We have enough surprises for the resistance that I believe we will have the upper hand. You reported that these Alliance pilots are here in secrecy.”

“Yes, Admiral.”

“Good. Since they are not here ‘officially,’ we will not risk starting a war with the Alliance. At least, not yet.”

“Perhaps later?”

“Perhaps. Malgan, you have done well. Soon, we will regain control of Kirill and you can come out into the open with us.”

“That will be a wonderful day.”

“Pegasi out.”

“Malgan out.”

Malgan’s hideout became pitch black, no sound except breathing. Listening closely, she almost imagined a noise in the corridor. Now breathless, straining to hear. Was that a footfall? She remained frozen, immobile, straining not to breathe to escape discovery. Time passed, immeasurable, breath had to come, listening again, nothing. Quietly, like a cat, she crept to the door, placed an ear close to it: nothing, no sound, no detected movement. She opened the door and peered quickly into the corridor, right then left. No one, but wait: a faint shadow at the corner? She remained still just inside the doorway. Finally convinced of solitude, she entered the hallway and walked softly but quickly in the direction opposite from the questionable corner, resolved to pay closer attention to details in the future.

“Lack of attention to details will get you caught and executed,” Malgan thought.


Chapter 29: Alliance Date 34.295

Kirill

 

Cali, fully recovered from the wound inflicted on her by Anson, deployed her squadron at the government complex in Kir. They and other ground troops had been assigned to patrol the complex before, during, and after the interim meeting of delegates from the nine continents of Kirill.

“Squad, listen up,” she began as she inspected her troops. “Today, we are to safeguard the delegates at the meeting which will be held in the complex two hours from now. We all hope that today will be uneventful, but we all have been on alert since the old Imperial forces staged raids on several military bases two weeks ago. Yesterday, you conducted a sweep of the government complex and found nothing suspicious. Before the meeting starts, we will sweep the complex again.”

She stopped in front of one of her troops.

“Weapon!”

The soldier immediately presented his weapon to Cali. She took it, held it aloft, and said, “Your maser, your training, and your fellow soldiers are all that stand between you and death or injury, should we encounter enemy forces.”

Returning the weapon to the soldier, who secured it promptly, she continued her inspection. “If we do engage enemy forces, you may encounter soldiers who you knew when we were part of the Imperial Army.”

She stopped, looked over her troops, and continued, “You cannot allow your old friendships to cloud your judgment. Those who have chosen to remain with the Imperial forces have done so of their own free will, for their own reasons, just as we have chosen to join the new Kirill, now allied with the resistance forces we used to fight. These resistance fighters are now our comrades. They will be here today, so you must count on them to help you, if needed.”

She resumed her slow walk before her assembled squadron. “If you encounter Imperial forces, do not hesitate to fire upon them: they are going to fire upon you. In the heat of battle, do not hesitate to fire on people who you know, who are trying to fire upon you, to kill you.”

Cali paused again, “This may be a difficult day for each of us. Old friendships will be tested. Your resolve to win will be proven. If we have a confrontation, let us hope and pray that the new Kirill is victorious. Now, you know your assignments. Sweep our sector of the complex thoroughly, always in pairs, and report here in one hour. Understood?”

With one voice, her squadron shouted, “Understood,” then set off in pairs to search the complex for anything that might be dangerous, objects or people.

 

Galen, Granchek, and Durstan stood at the dais surveying the grand hall as the delegates began to enter, some singly or in pairs, but most with the other delegates from their continents. 

“Prime Minister Galen,” Admiral Kaitos said as he joined the three, “we secured the complex yesterday, without finding any suspect objects or persons. We have scanned our computers and communications network and have found no identifiable compromises. We have squads of soldiers who have conducted a repeat survey of the complex. They have secured all entrances to the complex. We have enough personnel to move into the complex if needed while maintaining security on all entrances. I hope that we have over-planned, but we thought it best to be prepared.”

“Agreed,” said Durstan. “What about the fleet?”

“We suffered much damage from the Imperial raids two weeks ago, but all of the remaining vessels are combat ready. We have tested them several times and have not noted any signs of Imperial interference.”

“Good,” said Galen, “Keep them at the ready, pilots and crews in place so that they can mobilize in an instant. If we are attacked, every moment will be important.”

“Yes, Prime Minister. We are ready to defend the new Kirill, if needed. Now, I have duties at the spaceport. I hope to see each of you tomorrow.” Admiral Kaitos took his leave, walked briskly to the entrance, boarded a hovercraft, and departed.

Surveying the last of the delegates who were finding their seats, Galen noted, “Well, they have all returned. That is a positive sign. I am eager to hear their reports. It is time to take our places.”

Galen walked confidently to the center of the dais. Granchek sat beside him, and the other officials took their positions in the grand hall. Durstan walked off the dais and headed to join other members of the resistance to help patrol the interior of the complex during the meeting.

“Delegates, delegates,” Galen began, “welcome back to Kir for our interim meeting. We are eager to know your progress toward the referendum on your continents and to learn how the people on your continents feel about a united or a decentralized Kirill. We also will introduce to you an envoy from the Alliance, Councilor Armena Sandal, who comes to extend a hand of friendship from the Alliance toward Kirill and to offer assistance to our people.”

A murmur passed through the delegates.

Galen continued, “We know that you are concerned about the old Imperial forces. I want to assure you that we have taken every precaution to ensure your safety and the safety of Kirill. We have sufficient forces stationed here and at all military bases should any attack be attempted.”

Armena, Maxine, and Sterling sat in comfortable chairs in a waiting room adjacent to the great hall. Armena set her cup of tea on the table beside her. Turning to Sterling, she said, “I hope that Galen is right about their ability to counter an attack by the Imperial forces. He has worked so hard to rebuild Kirill.”

“Drinking tea, today?” Sterling asked, changing the subject.

“Yes. I am too nervous to drink coffee. It makes my heart race sometimes. That’s the last thing I need to worry about today.”

“I can understand the nerves, but do not worry. Admiral Kaitos seems to have the military under control, and we have three RF ships to help if needed. Captain Shondra and Lieutenant Jones are in orbit now over Kir and can be here at a moment’s notice.”

“What if they become ‘occupied’ up there?”

“If that happens, it should not be for long. Don’t worry, Armena,” Sterling said, taking her hands into his. “It is going to be all right at the end of the day.”

In the grand hall, Galen continued, “We will now receive the report from the Southeastern Continent, Ganamex. Delegate Brunson, please come to the dais.”

 

 

Alesandra

 

“Come, boys,” Glendor called to her two sons. “Come here. Your father is about to speak to all of Alesandra, and you should hear him.” The two boys raced through the house, into the living room, and jumped over the back of the sofa, each landing just beside Glendor. They smiled at her.

Glendor smiled back at each of them and activated the airscreen. Soon Janbok’s image appeared. He sat behind a small table, and around him sat the members of the Council.

Janbok began, “Fellow Alesandrans, I speak to you today as the Elder. You are by now aware that Elder Griffin is no longer with us, having died at his own hand. The Council has asked me to serve as interim Elder until elections can be organized and the matters surrounding his death fully investigated. I take on this mantle with humility and trust that I will be able to shepherd our people through these trying times. Many of you do not know me, so I will explain today why I have been chosen to be Elder for now.”
After a pause, he continued, “Much that is difficult to understand or comprehend has happened in our world in the past several days. I am about to explain these events to you and trust that you will hear me with the same Alesandran calm that has characterized our people for so many years. There will be ample opportunity to discuss these events among yourselves, and I will embark on a tour of Alesandra tomorrow to meet with you in groups and individually.

“As you know, recently, people from other planets far away in our galaxy came to Alesandra searching for something. This, in itself, is the first difficult concept to understand. We have been taught that there are no other inhabited worlds in the galaxy beside Alesandra. I, as your Elder, tell you now that this notion is not true; there are many inhabited planets in our galaxy.”

Looking into the camera, he waited a moment, allowing time for this news to settle into the minds of his audience. “These travelers did not know that Alesandra is inhabited, so they came meaning us no harm. I have spoken with the visitors and can assure you that they came only to search for something. Now that they know we are here, they have only good intentions toward us.

“Our people have not always been on Alesandra. Our ancestors themselves came here from a planet called Creon many years ago in a vessel carrying two hundred people. Creon is far away from Alesandra. Built into that vessel was a device that our ancestors both used and feared: a device capable of terrible good and of terrible evil. It was this fear that made them flee Creon to come to this remote sector of the galaxy.

“Once here, the leaders, one of whom was my direct ancestor, decided, with the consent of all the people who came with them, to bury the vessel and the terrible device in a remote area of our planet. They then used another device they had brought with them to erase from most people’s minds the memory of Creon, the flight here, and the device. A few people were trusted to keep watch over the device, called the qi vortex, so their minds and memories were left intact. These people, the first keepers of the qi, destroyed the memory-altering device. They passed down to a select few in each generation the secret of the qi and our true history. They devised a new history for our people and imparted it to the minds of the people during the selective memory erasing. Our ancestors thought this the best way to keep the qi vortex secret yet not destroy it.

“I have been chosen Elder because I am one of the keepers of the qi. I came to the Council with the truth after the visitors had left our planet. The Council decided that someone with knowledge of the qi and of the true history of our people and of the galaxy should serve for now. The Council is organizing an inquiry into the keepers and will determine how to deal with each of its members, including myself.”

Glendor put her hand to her mouth as she made a soft gasp. Her boys intertwined their arms with hers and pulled themselves closer to her. A tear rolled down her cheek as she realized what Janbok might face soon.

Janbok continued, “We cannot change the past; we can only face the present and resolve to make the future better. I expect the off-world visitors to return; when, I do not know. When they do, though, we will not keep them a secret from you. For too long, truth has been kept from you, albeit for what we thought were good reasons. I have come to understand that it is better to know the truth, even if knowing that truth causes us to face harsh realities. Thank you for listening. I and several Council members will start visiting you tomorrow.”

Janbok’s face faded from the airscreen, which Glendor dissolved. “Stubok, Treybok,” she said looking at each of them, “your father has done a most difficult thing in accepting this position as Elder and in speaking to our people. I do not know how he will be received; it may be difficult for him. We must pray to Seishu for him, and for ourselves, and for Alesandra. Pray that he will have wisdom, that he will be truthful, and that he will not let criticism bring him down. In the days ahead, he will need our love and the strength of Seishu more than ever.”

“Will he come home today?” Treybok asked.
“Yes, he will,” Glendor said excitedly, “and I have a special dinner planned for us. Your grandparents are coming, too! We will have time together as a family. I hope that will encourage your father.”

“Will they want to talk about the qi and all that is happening?” asked Stubok.

“Your father’s father knows, because he is a keeper of the qi himself. This is a trust that has been handed down in our family for many generations, although I did not know about it. My family and your father’s mother have not known these things. I have talked with all of them, and we have agreed not to question your father about it this evening. Tonight, we will show your father our love for him, pray for him, and try to place courage into his heart. He will need all of that in the days to come.”

 

 

Later, on Kirill

 

“Forces who were once loyal to the Empire and who are now loyal to me and to the vision of our great Emperor Pragsmon, we embark on a great and noble mission today to reclaim our Kirill from the rebels who have stolen it from us,” Admiral Mu Pegasi addressed his troops. “Now is the hour of our destiny! Though you go into peril, trust that we have prepared well and that we will be victorious. I, myself, shall lead the assault on the government complex to rid us of these resistance fighters,” he said with disdain. “Let it begin!”

Mu’s fleet of cruisers and small fighters emerged from their hidden bunker on the Northeastern Continent, headed for its primary spaceport. Their objective was to destroy or disable any ships that managed to leave the ground, preventing them from interfering with the primary target in Kir.

Mu commanded a contingent of fighters and of transports carrying troops flying toward Kir. His objectives were to overrun the government complex, to capture the Prime Minister and as many of the delegates as possible, to kill as many of the resistance fighters and military personnel now loyal to the new Kirill as he could, and to “protect” the Alliance Councilor. He did not want war with the Alliance yet.

Anson commanded a team in the underground bunker that could control the transponders and codes placed in the ships during his earlier raids across Kirill. Although he would not see any action personally today, he planned to be an integral component of their victory. He had maintained contact with a smaller group of cruisers and fighters that had left the hidden base earlier. They were closing in on the primary spaceports on the other eight continents. Anson would coordinate the global assault.

“Components in place, Sir,” Anson reported to Admiral Pegasi in a calm, steady voice.

“Affirmative. Primary target acquired. You may commence the assault,” Admiral Pegasi commanded.

Anson sent the order to all of their forces to begin their attack. Simultaneously, on nine continents, the Imperial forces attacked the Kirillean forces, blasting ships, buildings, and equipment. The Kirillean military returned fire from the land batteries, and the pilots launched their ships from the ground. At each base, a contingent of Kirillean ships had remained aloft all day, rotating with those on the ground to maintain a presence in the skies over Kirill. These ships quickly joined the fight over their bases.

Maser fire, smoke, and missiles filled the air over the spaceports. Anson watched as the Kirillean ships began to attack and destroy Imperial vessels. “Take control of those ships!” he ordered.

At his command, members of his team activated the transponders and codes that had been placed into many of the Kirillean ships. The codes caused many of them to self-destruct. With the transponders, his team sent many of the ships into space where they were held away from the battles. For some, they commandeered the weapons systems and began to target other Kirillean vessels.

Admiral Kaitos witnessed the same scene at the Northeastern Continent spaceport. He soon realized that the Imperial forces had somehow gained control of most of his ships, and suspected that something similar might be happening on the other continents.

“Captain Shondra, Lieutenant Jones, we need your help here at once.”

Having seen the maser fire at the spaceport and heard the communications over the channels from their vantage point high above, Crae and Stephen had already started their descent. “Affirmative,” Crae replied. “We are on our way.”

Crae and Stephen sped toward the spaceport, still shrouded. Flying into the fray, they deshrouded and began to fire on the Imperial forces. Weaving around and between the large Imperial cruisers, they fired as rapidly and accurately as they could, inflicting damage on the cruisers and destroying many of the fighters.

Anson saw the two interlopers on his airscreen. He barked, “Take them out.”

 

 

Standing behind the dais in the great hall, where she had been the subject of Pragsmon’s interrogation and derision, Armena scanned the delegates before her.

“Has it only been two months?” she asked herself. “So much has happened. Seems like a lifetime.”

Composing herself and regaining her focus, Armena began, “Thank you, Prime Minister, for your warm introduction. Delegates, on behalf of Councilor-General Mondras, I bring you greetings from the Alliance. I come to you as a representative of the Alliance, a body composed of many planetary systems in the galaxy, working together to promote peace and understanding among our many different people, in the hope of improving the lives of all people. I understand from the Prime Minister that you have many issues and problems to handle now. The Alliance comes as a friend, wanting only to help your people through this difficult….”

Her greeting was interrupted by the sound of the firing of the defense weapons that had been placed around the complex. The loud roar of fighters passing low overhead rang from one side of the great hall to the other. They exchanged fire with the defense weapons, sending sparks and shrapnel into the air.

Inside the great hall, Galen quickly came to the dais to maintain control and order among the delegates, many of whom understood what was happening and were alarmed, looking for shelter. The rest did not fully comprehend the significance of the sounds they heard, but they were terrified.

“Delegates, delegates,” Galen spoke loudly and firmly. “Our concerns about the Imperial military are being realized. I assure you that we have enough weaponry here and at the spaceport to handle this attack. There is a safe bunker in this complex. If you will follow the assistants, they will guide you safely there.”
As the assistants began to direct the delegates to the exits from which they could proceed to the bunker, a loud boom sounded over them, followed by a fighter hitting the top of the complex. The black-red walls held firm as the fighter exploded on impact.

Granchek had joined Galen and Armena on the dais. “Granchek,” Galen said, “The walls are absorbing the energy from anything that impacts them. I doubt that the Imperial forces plan to destroy this building, but I do think that once they have neutralized the perimeter of our defense weapons, they will launch a ground assault, aimed at killing us, the delegates, and Councilor Sandal. Contact Durstan. I want her and the resistance fighters to join us at the bunker. The military will have to handle the ground assault when it happens.”

Granchek activated his comm link to relay Galen’s instructions and headed to the bunker, guiding the delegates to safety. Sterling and Maxine, who had stood offstage to watch Armena, joined them at the dais.

“Haven’t we just had a party like this here?” Sterling asked his companions.

“Yes, and I was the guest of honor, as I recall,” Galen responded.

“Armena,” Sterling said, “I need to be sure you and Maxine are safe. With all the fighters in the air, I am not sure that we could make it to my ship safely. I think we should go with Galen to the bunker. Once you are safe, I will try to get to my ship. There I will see what I can do.”

Turning to Galen, he said, “I have just learned from Shondra and Jones that there is a major attack at the spaceport.”

“We should have more than enough ships there to handle the Imperial forces,” Galen said as they made their way toward the lift that would take them underground.

“You should, but you don’t,” Sterling said amidst the noise of the fighters overhead and the defense batteries firing masers and missiles.

“What do you mean?” Galen asked with a perplexed look.

“Somehow, the Imperial forces have gained control of many of your ships. Some they have parked out in space above Kirill. Those ships are unable to enter the battle. They are controlling the weapons of some of the ships, and they have destroyed some of them on the ground. You only have a fraction of your fleet that is actively fighting the enemy.”

As they entered the lift, Galen said breathlessly, “If they are controlling our ships here, they may have gained control of ships on the other eight continents.”

The door closed and the lift started a rapid descent.

“If they are doing that, they must be using the orbiting communications network. There is an array of small satellites that allow global communication. We still have not regained control of it from the Empire. Sterling, I need you and your team to destroy or at least disable the satellite network. Once we regain control of our ships, we will be able to defeat the Imperial forces, but we may not have much time.”

 

 

Anson watched as the two RF ships easily dispatched the fighters he had sent to destroy them.

“What sort of fighters are these? Our ships are no match for them,” he thought. “We need to activate our own secret advantage.”

Speaking into his comm link, Anson said to the captain of the Empire’s advanced fighter, “You are cleared to join the battle at the spaceport, but engage only the two ships unfamiliar to you. They are not Kirillean. You must destroy them.”

“Affirmative,” responded the pilot, who quickly flew from his concealed hangar near the spaceport to join the battle.

 

 

“Understood,” Cali spoke into her comm link as the sounds of maser fire outside the complex filtered into the air around her.

“Squad,” she called to her team, “the complex is under air attack, and we expect a ground assault soon. We are to go to the primary entrance and maintain that position. We cannot allow the Imperial forces into the complex. Follow me, move out!”

Cali led her squadron toward the primary entrance. Staff members of the new Kirillean government were frantically running in the corridors, trying to find a place that seemed safe. Tuning out the sounds of the battle raging outside, she shouted orders to keep her squadron focused on their mission.

When they reached their objective, she had her squad reposition the temporary fortifications to strengthen their position against an assault through the primary entrance. She knew that the enemy could not come through the walls, which merely absorbed any energy striking them. They would have to come directly through the entrance. Soon other squadrons that had been on patrol inside the complex joined hers.

She began to notice that the noise of the battle outside was lessening. First, the rapid fire of the defense batteries dwindled, then ceased altogether. Next, the roar of the fighters overhead gradually became silent in the distance. Turning to look through the entrance, Cali saw a large transport descend into the courtyard surrounding the complex. While the dust settled, she watched a tall, stately man walk calmly down the ramp that had lowered from beneath the ship. He placed his feet on the ground, surveyed the devastation of the defense batteries and the adjacent buildings, and looked directly toward the complex entrance.

Cali thought that he was looking directly into her eyes. She turned her head a moment, clutching her maser, taking a deep breath. She then returned her gaze toward the man, who now was marching toward the entrance, many armed troops following him.

“That man you all know is Admiral Mu Pegasi,” she called out to the squadrons with her. “Until recently, he was your commander, and to him and to the Emperor you swore allegiance. Now, you are part of the new Kirill, and he and those with him are your enemies. He intends to lead this assault himself, but do not fear him or give him quarter. I know that he is a respectable leader, but he is here today to regain control of Kirill. We must not let him in!”

As she faced the coming assault, Cali thought, “He is my enemy, but he will always be my father.” She was now sure that was why she had not been killed in the raid on the spaceport.

Once they were in place, Admiral Pegasi signaled for his troops to follow him as he ran toward the government complex primary entrance. At his command, his soldiers launched a barrage of missiles toward the entrance, as he fired at stray soldiers who had once manned the defensive batteries. The concussive blast blew open the entrance, sending the barricade into the rear of the foyer, killing or maiming the soldiers manning it. As the glass and metal shrapnel rained upon the floor, Admiral Pegasi came through the entrance, followed closely by his soldiers, who fired upon the squads to the left and right of the entrance.

Looking to his left, he saw Cali. Turning her head as she gave orders and raising her maser, Cali’s eyes locked onto his. They stared at each other, masers drawn and targeted. There was no sound, no fury, only the two of them looking at each other. Transfixed, they stood, the military instinct urging each to kill an enemy, the love that existed between them compelling each to grant mercy.

Mu signaled for his troops to press forward and ran further into the foyer. Cali turned her attention to the enemy streaming into the complex. She shouted orders and encouragement to her troops, renewing her efforts to push back the assault.

Mu received a transmission through his comm link. “Admiral, the delegates are in bunker A2 on the sixth level down. There is a magneto-lock, but I have disabled it. You will have no trouble entering the bunker, but there is a heavy resistance presence. Prepare for casualties among your troops,” Malgan spoke.

“Copy that, Malgan,” Mu replied. “I will be there shortly.”

As the battle at the entrance raged, Cali watched Mu select a squadron of soldiers and lead them down the central corridor.

“He is going for the delegates and the Prime Minister,” she thought. Calling to the ten soldiers closest to her, Cali ordered, “Company A, follow me. Sergeant, you are in charge.”

She ran toward the corridor to follow Mu. She saw a door to a service access close and realized that they were not taking the lift. “Too slow,” she muttered to herself.

She led her company to another nearby service access. They flew into the stairwell, bounding down two or three steps at a time, racing to beat Mu and his troops to their objective. She knew from their briefings that the A2 bunker on level six down had been designated the safe zone for the delegates.

Reaching level six, she activated the door, which opened as they approached. Cali and her company rushed into the corridor, only to see Mu and his troops entering the same corridor from their service access. They ran directly toward the A2 bunker. Cali and her company fired upon the admiral’s troops, several falling from the initial maser blasts. Some of the Imperial forces turned, held their position, and returned fire on Cali’s soldiers while Mu led the remainder of his troops toward bunker A2.

The firefight did not last long. Cali’s forces gained the advantage—through better marksmanship or luck, she did not know which. Having cleared the way, she led her troops after Mu. She rushed down the corridor to see him touch a panel on the wall. The door to the bunker swished open, and Mu stormed in ahead of his troops.

“How did he do that?” she wondered. “The bunker has a magneto-lock.”

Mu burst into the anteroom of the bunker, maser firing into the resistance forces stationed there. Meanwhile, Durstan led the delegates, Galen, Granchek, Sterling, Maxine, and Armena into the main areas of the bunker. The resistance forces retreated to the far side of the room, hiding behind anything they could throw in front of them. Mu’s troops followed their leader into the bunker, firing as they entered.

Durstan led their large party deeper into the bunker, stationing resistance forces along the way. As they raced farther into the bunker, pressing the delegates to hurry and to keep moving, they could hear maser fire and voices, shrieks of pain, behind them, footsteps coming toward them.

They reached the farthest recesses of the bunker and sent the delegates into the last chamber before magneto-locking the door. They had only a few resistance fighters left with them.

“Here, we must make our stand,” Galen said to Durstan, Granchek, Sterling, Maxine, and Armena. “How could he have known which bunker we had chosen? There are six in the complex.”

“It makes no difference now,” Sterling said. “If this is to be our last stand, let’s make it a great one.”

Kneeling beside Sterling as they prepared for the coming assault, Armena whispered, “Seishu, help us please. We are Yours.”

Admiral Pegasi rushed into the room firing, followed by a still sizable number of troops. Durstan’s strategy had worked to slow his advance and to reduce his forces.

Maser fire shot across the room in two directions. Maxine killed two Imperial troops, Granchek another three. Granchek rose a little to take another shot, but was struck in his right shoulder by a maser blast.

Unnoticed, Mu had worked his way around the right side of the room during the firefight, intending to gain a better angle on Galen, Maxine, and Sterling, who were focused on the battle in front of them.

Armena turned her head and saw Mu rise from his cover and take aim at Sterling. In his peripheral vision, Sterling noticed the movement and turned to see Mu fire his maser. The hot white light shot from the end of the weapon, then slowed to a crawl. Sterling saw the beam coming toward him. He would have no time to dodge. Armena lunged between the two opponents. To his horror, Sterling saw Armena’s body block the deadly beam before the beam emanated from her left upper back, altered in trajectory. Armena fell motionless to the floor. Sterling fired at Mu, but not before the admiral shot at Galen, striking at his feet, which threw him to the floor, breaking his right forearm. Sterling’s shot struck Mu in his left hand.

Cali leaped through the open doorway and led her squad into the room. She quickly assessed the situation. Cali aimed her maser at her target and ordered, “Admiral Pegasi, drop your maser. We have control of this floor and the bunker. It is over.”

“No, you lower your maser, Cali,” Durstan called. “Or I will finish the Prime Minister now,” pointing her second maser at Galen.

“Malgan?” Cali replied, maintaining her target. “What are you doing?”

Galen and Granchek, unable to help, listened in disbelief as Malgan said, “I am on the side of Admiral Pegasi and the Empire. I have worked with him all these years against the resistance, and I thought you were with us. You joined the Empire’s military, fought to maintain Emperor Pragsmon’s order. Now you are against us?”

“Yes, sister, I am, because after the Emperor’s death, I began to see that his order was harmful for Kirill and would not lead to the world that most people wanted.”

“Durstan,” Galen said softly. “All these years, we trusted you, believed you were one of us. After all we have been through? How could you do this? You are a traitor.”

Looking at Galen, Malgan replied, “Because I have always believed in the greatness of Kirill envisioned by the Emperor and by my father. Without regret, I have been, not a traitor, but the ultimate spy, waiting until the opportune time, which has now come.

“Now, sister,” Malgan said, her teeth clenched, “Lower your maser or….”

Malgan had turned to face Cali so did not see Sterling fire his maser. The blue arc of light struck a glancing blow on her chest, knocking her off her feet. She fell to the floor.

“Do not harm the Admiral,” Cali ordered as she rushed to Malgan and checked her for signs of life. Relieved that Malgan lived, Cali stroked her sister’s hair with her hand. Cali left Malgan and scrambled over debris to Mu.

“Father, you are wounded. We will tend to you, but you will have to become our prisoner.”

Looking at his daughter, Mu said, “I know. Do what your duty requires.”

She tended to his wound and said, “Thank you for sparing me during the raid on the spaceport.”

“I am glad I was able to keep you from dying.”

Sterling lifted Armena’s limp body and held her close. His mind blocked out all else and everyone else in the room. He was unaware of the delegates as they came from the last chamber, unaware of the reinforcements now coming into the room, tending to the wounded. All that was real to him was this moment with Armena.

“Armena,” he called as he gently rocked her. “Armena.”

She gave no response.

Sterling felt her carotid: no pulse. He listened for her breathing: none.

Carefully, he lifted her head and chest and held her closer to him. Armena Sandal was dead. Her left chest bore an acorn-sized hole that ran through her body, ending on her back. Blood stained her tunic.

Tears came, slowly at first, but soon in a flood of grieving, his body heaved as he sobbed.

“Armena, what have I led you to? Why?”

Sterling was unaware how long he sat there holding her. He recalled their first meeting, how surprised he had been to find her under the cloak on Kirill. He recalled their conversations about Seishu, about Yeshua. He remembered beginning to know Yeshua through her book and how she had encouraged him to find his own copy on Earth.

“Sterling,” came a voice both familiar and remembered, a voice from another time and place.

Turning his head, Sterling called out, “Yeshua?”

“Yes, Sterling, I am here.”

“She is dead.”

“Yes, Sterling, I am aware.”

Lovingly, Yeshua nodded. “She gave herself to save you.”

“Why?”

“Armena loves Me. That is the motivating factor in her life. She gave herself for you as I gave Myself for her. She freely chose to make that sacrifice.” 

“But why did she have to die?”

“Sterling, she did not have to die. No one forced her to do this. She had freedom in making the choice to place herself in front of the maser beam, but she had no freedom to choose the consequences of that choice. A maser at close range is certain to kill when it goes through the chest. She hoped that she could absorb enough of the energy to save you the mortal blow.”

“And so she did. But I do not see why You would allow this to happen to her. She is dead, and....”

“She is dead in this realm, but she will never be dead in My realm.”

The thought pierced Sterling’s consciousness, calling back to his mind Lazar and Marta, and how Yeshua had come to the ship after His resurrection. Sterling realized that although he had grown in his faith, he was still a simpleton.

“Sterling, the Father weaves a tapestry of all the universe, of this galaxy and a thousand like it. He sees all of it at once, and yet He sees each part, each individual thread. You see only a small scene, or perhaps a thread or two.”

“Then how can I understand?”

“You are not called to understand all, Sterling. You are called to see how and where the Father is working in the piece of the tapestry given to you. You are called to join Him in His work on that piece.”

“Is that what Armena did?”

“Yes, Sterling. In that instant she knew you should live here as part of the tapestry, so she took the only path she saw open to her.”

“Did she have another?”

“That is not for you to know. You must deal with the reality before you. Only the Father, the Son, and the Spirit know all the potentialities.”

“Sterling,” Yeshua continued gently, “I have work for you to do yet. Your struggle is not over. Do you believe that I will supply all that you need to accomplish the task I have for you?”

With anguish in his voice, Sterling replied, “Yes. Yes, I do, but I do not know how. And I do not understand.”

“You do not, but I do. All that matters is that you trust Me for your life and your provision.”

Sterling closed his eyes.

“Yeshua,” he called softly, “I want to trust You. Please help me.”

There was no reply. Without opening his eyes, Sterling knew that Yeshua was no longer in the room physically. Yet, he knew that Yeshua was still there, that Yeshua was truly with him at all times and in all places.

Sterling held Armena close, stroked her long, black hair, and caressed her cheek. He leaned forward and kissed her forehead.

“Armena, I love you, my friend.”

There was no sound except for his breathing, no thoughts of his mission or the conflict, only of Armena and of Yeshua.

Suddenly, Armena convulsed in his arms. She drew a long, hard breath. She clutched Sterling, opened her eyes, and gazed into his.

“Armena?” Sterling gasped. “You were dead!”

Softly, Armena spoke, “Those who love Seishu are never dead. I just was not here for a time.”

“But how?”

“He sent me back. I do not know why, but He sent me back. And though it was wonderful there, more wonderful than anything I have ever seen or experienced, all I wanted to do was be obedient to Seishu. When He told me to return, I did not mind. I did not wish to stay, only to do what He told me to do.”

They held each other tight, Sterling shedding tears of joy. The reality of life in Yeshua flooded his soul.

Armena whispered, “Sterling, Marta sends her greetings.”

No others in the room had seen or heard what had just transpired between Sterling and Yeshua. They only saw Sterling holding Armena.

Sterling’s comm link jumped to life, “Commander Newman, this is Shondra. We could really use your help up here. We have engaged a fighter that matches the description of the two that encountered you and Captain Williams. Jones and I have dispatched the Imperial fighters and damaged their cruisers, but we are taking heavy damage from this one.”

Sterling looked down at Armena. “Go to your team,” she told him. “I will be all right here.”

“On my way, Shondra,” Sterling replied. “Keep him busy until I arrive.”

“Maxine,” Sterling called. “Please help me sit her up.”

Sterling released Armena, making sure that Maxine was supporting her. Sterling said, “I will be back.”

“I will be here.”

Turning to Galen and Granchek, who were being attended by medical personnel, he said, “I have to help my friends. We will disable the satellite network.” Sterling pushed through the people now entering and exiting the room.

 

 

“Shondra,” Stephen called, “he has locked onto me. Trying to evade him.”

Crae punched her console, working to increase the velocity of her RF unit as much as possible. She flew over the starboard of a disabled cruiser to see the Kirillean stealth fighter closing rapidly on Jones as they sped toward her.

“I have to time this just right,” she thought.

As Stephen and the Kirillean approached above her, Crae’s fingers danced on the console, forcing her ship to make a hard turn directly upward. She passed between Stephen and the Kirillean, pointing the stern of her vessel toward Stephen’s pursuer. The wash from her flux engines jolted the Kirillean enough that he lost the lock on Stephen, who made an evasive maneuver, arcing to come behind the Kirillean. Crae made a similar maneuver so that now the pursuer became the pursued. They fired repeatedly at the Kirillean, who dodged their fire with deftness.

The stealth fighter quickly rotated 180 degrees, paused only a moment, and then sped toward Crae and Stephen. The pilot fired at Stephen as they neared, his shields deflecting masers from both of them. The Kirillean hit Stephen many times, enough to weaken his shields to the point of near failure.

“Pull away, Jones,” Crae ordered, continuing to fire on their adversary.

“I can’t leave you,” Stephen protested as he fired again at the Kirillean.

Suddenly, Sterling’s ship appeared fewer than a hundred meters behind the Kirillean, firing all of his masers simultaneously.

The blast rocked the Kirillean’s ship as he and Sterling passed between Crae and Stephen.

“Jones, disengage. Do you still have intact engines and weapons?” Sterling asked.

“Affirmative, Commander,” Stephen replied as he broke away from the battle. “Flux engines online, but at reduced capacity, minimal shields.”

“Are there any other regular Kirillean fighters?” Sterling asked as Crae joined him in his pursuit.

“Negative, Commander. Captain Shondra and I neutralized all of them. The friendly Kirilleans are all destroyed, disabled, or holding in a sector removed from this battle.”

Continuing to pursue the stealth fighter, Sterling explained, “The Imperial forces have taken command of them and are holding them away from the fight. I need you to disable the Kirillean satellite network so that we can release them from Imperial control. I am sending you the coordinates for the satellites. You need to destroy over half of them to disable the network sufficiently. Shondra, you stay with me. I have a score to settle with our guest.”

“Coordinates received,” Stephen replied as he shot higher above Kirill.

 

 

Anson had monitored the battle from his station and watched Stephen’s ship fly away from the battle. Initially, he was not concerned with this departure: Stephen’s ship was battered, incapable of engaging the stealth fighter any longer. He turned his attention to the three remaining combatants until he witnessed three satellites explode in succession.

“He is trying to disable the network. If he does, I will lose control of the Kirillean ships.” Quickly, he dispatched one of the ships he had marooned above the fray, flying it himself from his remote access. The bewildered pilot’s efforts to control his own ship were useless. He could only ride as his ship sped toward an unknown goal.

 

 

“Shondra, continue pursuit,” Sterling ordered. “I am going to shroud my ship. If I am right, once he sees that you are alone in pursuit, he will rotate his ship to attack you. Do not try to evade him. I need him to think he has a clear shot.”

“Affirmative, Commander,” Crae replied, doing her best to hide her anxiety.

Sterling engaged the shroud, vanishing instantaneously. He watched Crae continue to pursue and fire on the stealth fighter. He arced his ship above the Kirillean and dove straight toward him. The Kirillean rotated his ship 180 degrees to engage Crae, who continued to fire. At the moment the Kirillean completed the rotation and paused, Sterling descended to point-blank range, deshrouded, and sent the full force of his maser banks and his missiles toward his adversary, striking the ship directly from above. Sterling pulled his RF unit up, barely missing the stealth fighter as its shields glowed blue, then collapsed. Sterling spun around and fired again at the shieldless vessel, which glowed red, then blue, before exploding into millions of shimmering lights.

“That was for Guthrie,” Sterling said aloud.

 

 

Stephen sped between his many objectives, easily destroying the satellites high above Kirill. His sensors detected a vessel approaching rapidly from behind.

Anson started to fire at Jones using his remote access. The ship’s pilot continued vainly to override Anson’s control and sat helpless as his ship fired at Stephen’s vessel. Although a decent pilot himself, Anson found targeting another ship using the remote access more difficult than from his own cockpit. Stephen continued to seek and destroy the satellites, working to evade the fire from the pursuing friendly fighter, returning fire when he could. He had transferred all remaining shield power to his aft, but he knew that a direct hit would totally eliminate his shields and him.

“Commander Newman, Captain Shondra,” he spoke into his comm link, “I have a friendly who is firing on me. I need some help!”

“On the way,” Sterling replied, as he and Crae regrouped and sped to join Stephen.

Their superior engines soon brought them close to Stephen and his pursuer.

“That is a friendly Kirillean, Shondra,” Sterling said.

“We may have to destroy it, friendly or not,” Crae replied.

“Even under these circumstances, downing a friendly might cause problems,” Sterling responded. “Continue pursuit.”

Anson maneuvered the fighter ever closer to Stephen, his accuracy improving quickly. Anson targeted Stephen’s ship, fired masers, and struck the aft shields directly. He continued the maser barrage, then smiled as he saw them glowing blue. The blue turned to sparkles and vanished as the shields collapsed. Anson drew the fighter closer to Stephen, saw a satellite explode and readied himself to fire.

Sterling and Crae witnessed Stephen’s struggle. They fired their masers at the Kirillean ship as they saw maser fire emanating from its weapon ports.

“What?!” Anson shouted as the Kirillean fighter pulled away hard, to the right and down, avoiding the RF masers and causing his own fire to fly over Stephen’s ship. Anson attempted to fly the fighter but soon realized that he had lost control. Stephen had disabled the satellite network.

Sterling and Crae came alongside Stephen. “It’s over, Jones,” Sterling said into the comm link. I think the locals can take care of matters now. Let’s go to the ground.” The three headed back to Kir.

Throughout Kirillean space, pilots who had been commandeered by Anson, realizing that they had control of their own ships again, descended to seek and destroy all Imperial vessels they encountered. The battles raged above Kirill for hours before the new Kirilleans had won their victory over the Imperial forces.

Anson watched, disbelieving, as the new Kirilleans overpowered the Imperial forces. Falling into his chair, he began to ponder his fate.


Chapter 30: Alliance Date 34.296

Alesandra

 

Janbok sat under the trees outside his home enjoying the crisp, autumn morning. Glendor walked up behind him, leaves crunching under her footsteps, and leaned over his right shoulder, her face next to his. She gave him a warm, tight hug. 

“Enjoying the morning?” she asked.

He placed his hands on hers, kissed her cheek, and responded, “Yes! My hovercraft will be here soon to take me on my journey across Alesandra. I wanted to savor the tranquility of our land one more time before I leave. I love it here. Thank you again for the dinner last night. You, our parents, the boys did much to encourage me for the task ahead.”

“You are welcome, my beloved. Even when you are away from us physically, we will be together in our hearts.”

The two enjoyed their embrace and the cool morning, the sounds of the day, and the familiar comfort of each other.

“The old leaders did what they thought was best. And each of us, in turn, who was entrusted to be a keeper of the qi, somehow thought it best to continue to keep the secret. We did not see it as deceiving anyone, but we saw it as protecting everyone. How could I, once I learned the truth, have told it to all of Alesandra? Even if someone believed me, what good would it have done?”

Glendor came around and sat in a chair beside Janbok, keeping his hands in hers.

“You felt trapped?”

“Trapped, with no escape. Elder Griffin knew, I knew, a few others knew, but how could we tell the truth? It would have shattered the world.”

“Perhaps, perhaps not. The world knows the truth today, and it does not appear to be shattered. Shaken, definitely, but not shattered. Even on your tour of Alesandra, people will go to work, will go to the market, will live and love before and after hearing you speak. Their faith in many things will be shaken, but they will test their faith against the truth, and they will discover what is still true about their faith.”

“We all have much to learn now, Glendor.”

“What have you learned, Janbok Sandal?”

“I, my dear, have learned that truth is better than deception, and that any truth that depends on a deception is not truth at all. The keepers of the qi have been wrong all these years. It was wrong to deceive the people, even if we thought the purpose was right.”

“Your intention was not to harm.”

“But harm we eventually did,” Janbok said quickly. “I can only hope that the people of Alesandra will give all of us, the keepers of the qi, grace.”

Glendor rose, took a step, and sat in Janbok’s lap. “Hold me close for now, Janbok, and promise that you will come back to me soon. I will be here, waiting for you, and will stay with you no matter what happens to you. And I will always trust you. You are a man of honor.”

Janbok held Glendor close, her feel, her breath, her scent, her presence enveloping him. “I promise,” he said softly, yet firmly. 

 

 

Aries

 

Vincent Mondras held his hot mug between his hands as he listened to Sterling Newman finish his report on the attack that occurred on Kirill the day before. After taking a long quaff of coffee, he set the mug on his desk and asked, “So, the Imperial Kirillean forces gained remote control over the new Kirillean ships, then staged the raid on the delegates meeting?”

“Correct. Emperor Pragsmon had devised many controls over Kirill to be used in case he was killed. It will be awhile until we understand them fully. In fact, the Imperial forces staged raids on the spaceports of Kirill primarily to insert codes and place transponders in the ships to control them when needed. The destruction of ships on the ground was, in part, a deception.”

Continuing, Sterling said, “During the raids yesterday, we destroyed most of the Kirillean satellite network, freeing their ships from Imperial control. We have a heavily damaged RF unit that Captain Shondra and Lieutenant Jones will return to Thendor using our shadow system. Once Councilor Sandal is ready to travel, I will return her to Creon and then head to Earth.”

“What about Prime Minister Galen?”

Sterling paused a moment. “He has much work to do here. The Kirilleans are still awaiting the referendum on a united planet. They will have to deal with the Imperial forces they have captured or who have surrendered to them. Even from his hospital room, Galen is working to convince the delegates to stay to complete their meeting and to move forward with the referendum.”

“What of our offer to help?”

“Councilor Sandal was interrupted by the attack, so she never had the chance to make a formal offer. Once the delegates know all of the details of yesterday’s events, they will know some of the role the Alliance played in defeating the Imperial forces. That may alter their perception and change their feelings toward us.”

“Galen will be discreet.”

“The Prime Minister is committed to telling the delegates everything he knows. He wants them to know that he is being completely truthful with them, that he is deceiving them in nothing.”

“He is wise: deception has caused enough havoc in the galaxy recently.” Grabbing his mug but finding it empty, he turned to refill it as he said, “Good work, Commander Newman. I’ll read your full report once I receive it from Admiral Ungar. Mondras out.”

Vincent leaned back in his chair as the airscreen vanished. “The measures a person will take to retain power,” he thought. He then asked himself, “What will you do, Vincent Mondras, to retain power now that you have it?”

 

 

Kirill

 

Malgan regained consciousness, eyes closed, and took inventory of her surroundings. The sounds and smells of battle were absent. She lay on something soft. She touched her chest with her right hand: bandages.

“Wounded. I am wounded,” she thought. “The battle: I had one maser trained on Cali and one on the Prime Minister. I felt a blow to my chest. Now I am here.”

Opening her eyes, Malgan surveyed her environment from left to right. She observed that she was in a bed. To her left, through a small window, the Kirillean sunlight filtered into the room, which was clean and quiet. She continued her arc to see a closed door. Just to her right, she saw a figure seated in a chair.

“Cali?” she asked.

“Yes, Malgan, it’s me,” Cali responded.

“Where am I?”

“You are in the hospital, in a secured area. You were shot in the chest yesterday and have been unconscious until now.”

“The battle: I had a maser trained on you and one on the Prime Minister. Then, I saw the maser beam as it hit my chest. That’s all I remember.”

“A pilot from the Alliance shot you. Fortunately for you, the maser glanced off your chest. You were in surgery several hours, but they patched you up well. A direct hit would have killed you.”

“Maybe that would have been better.”

“No, Malgan, that would not have been better.”

“Father?” Malgan asked with concern.

“The same pilot shot him in his left hand. The surgeons are repairing his hand today with implants. The blast shattered most of the bones in his hand, but he is alive.”

After a few moments’ silence, Malgan said, “Since I am here, in a secured area, and you are there, I surmise that the Imperial forces lost the battle. Correct?”

“Correct, Malgan. After you were wounded, we were able to gain control of the ground forces attacking the complex. The Alliance pilots disabled the satellite network, so our fighters were able to re-enter the battle over Kirill unhindered. Our greater number of fighters overpowered the Imperial forces in a few hours. It is all over now, Malgan.”

Malgan pondered this news, then said, “Cali, give me your hand.”

Cali clasped Malgan’s right hand with her own and pulled herself closer to her sister.

“We have not seen each other for years,” Malgan began.

“When I heard from Father that you had joined the resistance, I lost contact with you. I really thought that you had joined them for some ideological reason: that you really opposed the Emperor.”

“Actually, Father sent me personally to infiltrate the resistance. He created a false identity for me so that I appeared legitimate to them when they vetted me. My job was to provide information on their activities, but to support them in every other way. They trusted me so that I was able to rise to a command position. My information helped Father many times.”

“How did you maintain your ruse? You lived with them for years.”

“That was the peculiar part. I did become friends with them and fought for them and with them many times. It was as though I had two minds: one loyal to the Empire and Father, one loyal to my friends in the resistance. I had to remind myself often that I was an Imperial spy.”

“Did you ever want to become one of them, truly?”

“I thought about it several times, but I always returned to my belief that the Emperor and Father would bring Kirill to dominance in the galaxy, that they would eventually make a Kirill that would benefit all of us.”

Continuing, Malgan asked, “What about you? You are a lieutenant in the Imperial Army.”

“Was,” Cali corrected. “I joined the Army because Father wanted me to. I always had my doubts, though, not about him. I know that he served Pragsmon as a loyal soldier. After the Emperor was killed, I began to rethink what he had done to Kirill. I began to read accounts of old Kirill that had been sequestered from the public. I began to see that the Emperor’s plans were really about himself. Once I learned how he had come to power so many years ago, I realized that he had one thought in mind: domination. It was not long before I turned myself in and pledged allegiance to the new Kirill. I was actually wounded during the raid on the spaceport. Father gave orders to his forces to avoid killing me, if possible.”

“He loves you.”

“He loves you, too.”

“What will happen to him?”

“He will be kept here until he has recovered from his surgery. He will then be transferred to a prison until a trial can be convened. That will likely be after the unification referendum. I can escort you to see him later after he recovers from surgery.”

“I would like that.”

“He has asked about you.”
“When?”

“This morning. I saw him before I came here. I assured him that you were okay.”

“Cali, what is to become of me?”

“Malgan, you, also, will be going to a prison once you have recovered. They are not quite sure what to do with you.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you were a spy, but a spy not against a government. You were a spy against a resistance movement that was working against the established government of Kirill. They believe that you were wrong and treacherous, but they do not know what legal course to follow.”

“I know that I am a pariah to them, to Galen, to Granchek, to all of them. How are they?”

“They are both wounded, but alive. The Prime Minister is working to keep the delegates here and to move forward with the referendum. He wants to move ahead with restoring Kirill. They are in disbelief. They trusted you and thought that you were one of them. You played your deception well. Frankly, I was surprised when you pointed your maser at me.”

“I was, too. I reacted when you entered the room and targeted Father. My allegiance to him came through, so I targeted you.”

“Cali,” Malgan continued, “Would we really have shot each other?”

“I don’t know, but I hope not. Earlier, Father and I encountered each other when he stormed the complex. We had our masers trained on each other, fingers ready to fire. We stood there, transfixed.”

Cali turned her gaze to the window, staring out, recalling that moment with her father, now seared into her memory.

Returning her gaze to Malgan, a tear slowly dropping down her cheek, she said, “He and I could not harm each other. Against all military training, we let each other go.”

Squeezing Malgan’s hand tighter, Cali continued, “No, sister. I do not think that we would have shot each other yesterday, or any day.”

“You said that I had carried out my deception well. I did, but I do not know that I was wrong. I was a soldier doing her duty for her Emperor, for her father, and for her planet.”

“You gained their trust under false pretenses. Malgan, you deceived them.”

“Is deception always wrong?”

“To me, at first thought, it would seem so, but in all cases, I do not know. You want to know if there is ever a greater good that justifies deception. Malgan, I am not wise enough to know the answer to that question, but I do know that for me, with the people around me, I cannot deceive them and be their friend. Trust is the basis of all good relationships, personally and in a wider sphere. Without mutual trust, our relationships would either be guarded and wary or would be predatory, parasitic.”

“Turning her gaze away from Cali, Malgan said, “You must think me a monster.”

“Malgan,” Cali said lovingly, gently turning her sister’s head back to face her, “I do not think you a monster. You could have shot me without any warning yesterday. That would have been the logical action in a battle, but you didn’t. You spared me. I love you, Malgan, and I promise to stick by you and by Father, whatever is decided about you.”

“Cali, I am weary and tired.”

“Go back to sleep, Malgan,” Cali said, stroking her sister’s hair. “We will see Father later. We will be together again.”

Malgan closed her eyes as Cali continued to stroke her hair. Her mind, at first, swirled with thoughts of her recent life, about deception and trust, and about her uncertain future, but gradually calmed as she thought of Cali. Her thoughts drifted to times before, when Cali and she were young and carefree, and deceiving someone was never even considered, except as an essential element of someone’s surprise birthday party. She heard the laughter, felt the joy of one of those parties, Cali’s party, and chose to linger there as she let sleep overtake her.


Chapter 31: Alliance Date 34.297

Kirill

 

Sterling pressed the comm pad on the wall adjacent to the door. “Visitor?” he asked.

The door swooshed open as Armena, seated in a comfortable chair, looking out the window at the clear Kirillean morning, turned her head toward Sterling, smiling.

“Of course, come in Sterling,” Armena cheerfully replied as she rose from her seat. “I am glad to have some company.”

Sterling walked into her hospital room, carrying a vase with flowers. Extending them to Armena, he said, “I thought that you could use something to brighten your day.”

Taking the vase, her hands touched Sterling’s, lingering as she assured herself of her grip on the vase.

“Sterling! How thoughtful! These flowers are so colorful and vibrant! And such a large arrangement,” Armena commented as she raised the bouquet to smell them. “They are so fragrant. I love them, and, oh, the little dramsels, with the way their petals dance when I come near them. I did not know they have those on Kirill.”

“Well, they are not really Creon dramsels, but they do the same motion when they sense a human face.”

Armena breathed in the fragrance of the blossoms, so many individual scents all coalescing into a single pleasant sensation. She peered over the top of the arrangement, noticing that Sterling appeared pleased.

“So, when will they release you?”

Armena placed the vase on her bedside table. “Wonderful news, Sterling. The doctors have already seen me today and have cleared me for release tomorrow. They said that I am in excellent health. They tell me that the only thing wrong with me are the scars on my chest and my back. They also said that I have a scar inside that goes from the entrance to the exit wound. The doctors told me that I am doing remarkably well for having suffered such a severe injury. I don’t think they believe that I actually died.”

“Well, you did. I can attest to that fact.”

“Seishu told me that I would have the scars the rest of my life. They are to be a reminder of His death for me. I can use them to tell others about Him. Seishu has kept His scars, too, Sterling.”

“I know. I have seen them.”

“I am truly healed, and He truly rose from the dead, but we both still have scars.”

Sterling pondered her observation. “Your scars are meant for good, to help you tell people about Seishu. The scars I have from my father’s death kept me from Yeshua, and from my family for so long. Guthrie was the only person in my life who had a belief in God, but I did not let what he had to say enter my mind.”

Taking his hand, Armena said, “Sterling, we are all going to have hurts and injuries in our lives, some physical, some emotional. Seishu said life would be that way. Some of those injuries cause scars. What is important is how you let the injuries affect you. If you learn to depend on Seishu more because of the injuries, He can use those injuries and scars to make you more like Him, and through you, He can help others. If you focus on the injuries, though, and let them keep you from Him, then the injuries keep you from being all He wants you to be. God uses everything for good for the people who love Him, but we have to let Him do that. The scars can then be a reminder of His love and care for us.”

They gazed at one another, recalling those moments during the battle when Armena died.

“Sterling, I am so ready to go home. Can we leave tomorrow?”

“Yes, Armena, we can go as soon as you are ready tomorrow. I have been given leave by the AIS to spend a few days on Creon. They want me to advise your President of the events on Alesandra. You need to be there, of course. Councilor-General Mondras wants me to discuss a return trip to Alesandra to see how they want to proceed.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, the people of Alesandra may want to remain isolated. They may not want to join the Alliance. You and I will have to give them our assessment of their situation and let them know what services the Alliance can offer them. We cannot offer them any protection if they remain separate from the Alliance. We also need to know their plans for the qi vortex.”

Seating herself, Armena motioned for Sterling to take the other chair. He sat and pulled it close to Armena.

“Sterling, what happened here two days ago?”

“Admiral Mu Pegasi tried to overthrow the new Kirillean government. His daughter, Malgan, who had been a part of the resistance for many years as a spy, aided him. She had convincingly deceived everyone in the resistance, even Galen. She even threatened to kill her own sister. But, the coup failed, and she and her father are now recuperating, awaiting trial as traitors.” 

“Such a deep deception. Malgan must have truly believed in Pragsmon and his vision for Kirill.”

“I think more so in her father. She is intensely loyal to him.”

Reflecting, Armena said, “And on Alesandra: deception on a global scale, for so long. How do you recover from that?”

“I am not sure, Armena. Perhaps we, you and I, are in these places now to somehow help.”

“You mean that is why you came back from old Earth and why Seishu sent me back here?”

“If Yeshua really does have purpose for our lives and if there really is meaning for them, it seems a reasonable explanation to me.”

Looking away from Sterling and out the window, she pondered his statement as she watched a flock of birds fly past, ordered in formation, heading to a destination known only to them with purposed, strong beats of their wings.

Returning her gaze to Sterling, she leaned forward, placed her hands on his, and said, “I believe that, too, Sterling, but I do not know how or what we are to do.”

“Neither do I, Armena, but Yeshua told me before I left old Earth that I must have faith. I feel that is what we must have now. I am learning, though, that living in faith often means that we do not know the end from now. All we know to do, all we have to do, is what is before us. As we trust Him for the next step, He will show us. We can talk more about this on our trip to Creon.”

“And pray about it, too,” Armena commented.

Realizing that he was still taking small steps in his life of faith, Sterling responded, “And pray, too, and read His Word.”

They sat, hands joined for a moment. Sterling rose. “I need to go now. I have to help Shondra and Jones prepare their units to return to Thendor.”

Armena rose and walked with Sterling toward the door. To her surprise, Sterling stopped, took her hands, and began to pray. When he had finished, he smiled at her, and said, “The flowers have hydroponic roots, so you can plant them when you are home. I will see you at 0800 tomorrow. Bye, for now.”

Sterling stepped out as the door swooshed open. Armena walked across her room to the window. After a few minutes, she saw Sterling walking across the plaza. Her eyes followed him until his figure was out of sight.

Armena closed her eyes and thought, “Seishu, this life of faith has taken me to places I never imagined a few brief months ago.” Thinking of her father, “And through experiences I would never have imagined. I cannot do this alone. Please walk with me—with us—show us the steps for today.”

Immediately she heard in her mind and in her spirit, “I always have and I always will.”
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Alliance Date 34.298





Kirill





 





Few travelers utilized the spaceport at Kir, the number of flights to other regions of Kirill having been decreased while crews worked to remove damaged vehicles from the tarmac and to repair the landing areas and grounds. Prime Minister Galen had directed that restoring the spaceport to a usable condition be an utmost priority.





So it was that Commander Sterling Newman met with the other two members of his team, Captain Shondra Crae and Lieutenant Stephen Jones, at a spaceport devoid of the usual cacophony of ships landing and departing. The morning had dawned cool for that time of year on Kirill, and a brisk breeze whipped small debris and leaves past them.





“You have your orders?” Sterling asked.





“Yes, Commander. We are to take the two RF units to Thendor for inspection and repairs. Since Jones’ unit is not capable of hyperdrive flight, we will use the shadow system to tow his vehicle back to Thendor. There, we will await new orders,” Shondra replied.





“Good. I don’t know, Lieutenant Jones, the AIS gives you a new ship, and you wreck it on the first trip out,” Sterling quipped at Jones, smiling. Shaking Jones’ right hand and placing his left hand on Jones’ shoulder, Sterling continued, “Kidding aside, you flew bravely and admirably. You assured a victory for the new Kirillean government by taking out those satellites. Well done.”





“Thank you, Sir,” Jones responded.





“I do not know when I will see you again, but I am glad to know that we have a team for these RF units. I am to take Councilor Sandal back to Creon. From there I go to Earth. I have a suspicion that I, maybe we, will be dispatched to Alesandra soon. Until we meet again, safe travels, and inform me once you jump to hyperdrive to let me know how the shadow system functions.”





“Safe travels,” Shondra and Jones responded, then saluted Commander Newman.





He returned their salute and headed for the terminal as they walked away toward their RF units.





Fighting the cool breeze, Sterling made his way to the terminal. Once inside, he walked to the departure lounge where he found Galen and Granchek talking with Councilor Sandal.





“Gentlemen,” Sterling greeted as he extended his hand to each of them. “It is good to see both of you. Prime Minister, I am glad to see you out of the hospital.”





“Thank you, Commander,” Galen responded. “I am well enough to function, but I find that I have to take breaks more often than usual.”
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