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1: Welcome to Darmian

RADAG HOME WORLD

RADAGUL SYSTEM

The Imperium refugees, Executor Grageth, Commanders Deckus and Gretren, and Imperium Engineer Ragirt, sat at the Trident captain’s salon conference table, while Miranda, Z, Nebulon, and Fordark stood behind them.

In the meantime, the families of the Krackus at the table were entertained by the crew. Some of the youngsters were enjoying the adventure of a lifetime. They’d yet to comprehend the huge changes yet to come in their lives.

After rescuing Fordark from his distributed servers and the Krackus families, the Trident had cleared the Paltur system and entered the dark.

“Where are we headed?” Gretren inquired.

“We’re returning to Darmian,” Miranda said evenly. Then Z, Nebulon, Fordark, and she waited for the fallout.

However, rather than argue, Deckus, Gretren, and Ragirt were dumbfounded.

“It’s not as bad as it sounds,” Grageth said encouragingly. “I was there with Admiral Cordelia. Admittedly, I didn’t land on the planet, but the conclave has made enormous changes in the Radag social system.”

“Our families are with us,” Deckus squawked. “Are we supposed to live out our annuals aboard ship because we can’t land on the planet?”

“Who says you can’t live on the planet?” Miranda inquired.

“The Radags are there,” Deckus replied pointedly, as if it was obvious.

“Do you think all Krackus are clones of one another, having the same personalities?” Miranda asked.

“I don’t understand the question,” Deckus responded.

“Miranda is inquiring if you think there are differences among Krackus citizens,” Fordark explained.

“Of course there are,” Deckus replied.

“Yet, you think all Radags must be the same,” Fordark pointed out. “Isn’t it possible that you’re operating under a false assumption?”

Gretren laid a hand on Deckus’s forearm, knowing the senior commander was suffering from stimulant withdrawal. “We’d like to learn what the conclave has managed to achieve on Darmian,” he requested.

For nearly two hours, Miranda, Z, and Nebulon educated the Krackus on the events that took place on the Radag planet since their arrival.

By the time the protectors and the sister finished their presentation, the Krackus, including Grageth, were in awe.

“What’s your final goal?” Ragirt managed to ask.

“Rehabilitation of the Radag race,” Z quickly replied. “Admittedly, it’ll probably take two or three generations to thoroughly eliminate the warrior mentality. Essentially, we’re returning Radag society to its starting point. This would be before the Krackus found them. Our technological uplift should ensure the maintenance of a healthier social attitude.”

The length of the conclave’s commitment to the Radags convinced the Krackus that they had a limited view of the future. They thought in annuals, and the conclave, especially the SADEs, thought in generations.

“Other than inhabiting two cities, have Radags participated in programs which you’d say proved they were on a more peaceful path?” Gretren inquired.

The question generated another presentation, during which the Krackus learned about the medical rehabilitation of the scarred matriarchs and young and the adoption of implants.

“Radags have implants?” Grageth queried in surprise, his desire showing.

“How else were the matriarchs supposed to activate the mini-minelettes before they tossed them on raiders?” Z returned.

“Obviously, that was done in the past,” Miranda interjected. “But it does indicate a use of our tech. You might be interested in the efforts of Commander Dahjist.”

Then Nebulon detailed the many projects that Dahjist, other Radags, and the sisters were completing for the farmers.

“It’s odd that the Radag agrarian members never adopted the warrior mentality,” Ragirt said.

“They probably didn’t, because they were concerned about their crops and orchards,” Nebulon replied. “The farmers wanted nothing to do with the warriors and their competitive attitudes.”

“Are the attacks still frequent?” Deckus asked.

“Apologies for frightening you with my example of Radag implant use,” Z said, to prevent another remonstration from his partner. “We’ve almost six thousand suited conclave members searching Darmian for any and all weapons. The commanders and warriors who still resist, and they’re plentiful, are spending their time hiding what few weapons they’ve left. They’ve no time to plan attacks, and we intend to keep it that way.”

“The sisters were of great help freeing Fordark,” Gretren said, gesturing toward Nebulon. “Who are you, and why are you called sisters?”

Nebulon presented a brief history of the sisters after arriving in Axis Crossing worlds. She deemed the history of their origination and the intervening centuries to be too much information for now.

“Then you started as clones,” Ragirt surmised.

“We did,” Nebulon replied. “However, as we aren’t a collective, we were individually influenced by the conclave’s actions, the SADEs, and the biologicals we met.”

“Consider my circumstances,” Fordark interjected. “I originated as a clone of an Imperium governor template. I’m installed and continue as a machine until events propel me into sentience. Now I stand before you, inhabiting a New Terran avatar. When a digital entity achieves sentience, development is much more about environment.”

“On that thought, how would you characterize Janus and her kind?” Grageth inquired.

“Unknown,” Fordark returned. “I know of the things that they’ve done, but until I speak with Janus, I can’t give you an answer to your question. Then again, I wouldn’t be the best judge of digital sentients’ emotional progress. You’ve two SADEs and a sister standing with us who are infinitely better suited to doing that than me.”

“These history lessons are nice, but I wonder if it wouldn’t be better for us and our families to seek a safer place to set down rather than on Darmian,” Deckus offered.

“Where would you suggest, Commander?” Nebulon queried. “Would you want a remote Krackus world, where you’d be immediately arrested? Or how about a suborned world? Of course, you and your family would need disguises to prevent being recognized by the inhabitants, who would surely like to make you pay for the loss of their loved ones to Imperium.”

Deckus waved away Nebulon’s extended query. His skin felt like it was crawling, and his mouth was parched. When he started shaking, Nebulon scooped him up and made for the Trident’s medical suite.

“How long was Deckus using stimulants?” Miranda inquired.

“We say stimulants, but the chemistry has myriad variations,” Ragirt replied. “He hasn’t replied to our queries for almost a quarter. I imagine he started before that.”

“Will he be all right?” Gretren asked.

“We haven’t much experience with these types of medical conditions,” Z admitted. Then he gazed at Fordark, who tipped his head, and left for the medical suite.

“Deckus is worried about our safety on Darmian. Should we be concerned?” Gretren inquired.

“The point that Nebulon was starting to make was that as Imperium refugees, you’ve little choice,” Miranda replied. “You could be delivered to an entirely different area of space, but we believe that defeats your future purposes.”

Grageth, Gretren, and Ragirt glanced quickly at one another.

“Do you intend to train us to return to Imperium?” Ragirt queried.

“Any conclave tech you acquire would help you,” Miranda said. “However, that’s not what we intend for you. You lack perspective. You could gain that on Darmian.”

“By being housed with Radags?” Gretren asked dubiously.

Z held a hand to his forehead, imitating Mickey Brandon when he was vexed by an engineering problem.

The Krackus were both amused by the familiar biological gesture and concerned that Z appeared exasperated with them.

“My partner believes that your worry about safety has clouded your understanding about the circumstances on Darmian,” Miranda said. “How would you characterize the Radags who live in Stratagul, the first city erected?”

The Krackus weren’t prepared to guess, but the protectors stood waiting silently. Knowing that the SADEs were capable of maintaining those positions for as long as they wished, Gretren, Ragirt, and Grageth quickly conferenced.

Surprisingly, it was Grageth who proposed a response that the other Krackus accepted.

“Protectors, we believe that you wish us to perceive the Radags in Stratagul as refugees like us,” Grageth said. “Furthermore, that would mean the Radags in Baft Namus, who are commanders and warriors, are in transition.”

“That would be correct,” Miranda replied. Then Z and she were silent again.

So, the Krackus resumed their conference.

“What perspectives are we expected to gain?” Ragirt asked.

“And for what purpose?” Gretren added.

For individuals used to being constantly directed throughout their lives, it was a challenge for them to consider how they should act if they had control of their futures.

“The conclave wants Imperium to stand down,” Grageth pointed out. “If that were to happen, what roles could we play?”

“We could assist in redirecting Krackus society,” Gretren replied. “That would mean we’d have to act with conclave tenets in mind.”

“Which we haven’t fully adopted,” Ragirt reasoned. “Living among the Stratagul refugees would help us understand what the Imperium has done to Radag society.”

Grageth turned toward the protectors. “Is that some of the perspective that you hope we’ll achieve?”

“It’s not something that you can seek out like a pebble under your foot,” Miranda replied. “Either you’ll come to understand the suffering many Radags have endured, or you won’t. That’s up to each one of you.”

“Your young are hungry,” Z pointed out. “You should join the families to eat.”

Gretren and Ragirt quickly rose.

When Grageth hesitated, Gretren placed a hand on his shoulder and said, “Deckus’s mate and fledglings will be worried about him. You could help placate their worries.”

Grageth nodded dutifully and joined his companions.

The Krackus families had the small meal room to themselves.

The crew was cautioned by Miranda to leave them alone.

“Where is Deckus?” his mate queried Gretren.

“Deckus appeared close to collapse, and he was taken to medical,” Gretren replied.

Deckus’s mate eyed her young. Obviously, she was conflicted whether to leave them to check on Deckus.

“There is no better medical technology than that possessed by the conclave,” Grageth soothed. “Also, Fordark is with him offering his knowledge.” With the young listening, he was careful not to mention Deckus’s stimulant abuse.

The mate looked anxiously at Gretren and Ragirt, who nodded affirmatively. After that, she went about ensuring her fledglings ate. It was an unnecessary concern. The young were starved from their play with the crew, especially the sisters and the suits.

When the fledglings and the matriarchs finished their meals, they left the males to speak.

Ragirt focused on Grageth. “What do you think about this transfer to Darmian?” he asked.

“I don’t think about it as dropping planetside to be among the Radags,” Grageth replied. “I choose to adopt the protectors’ positioning. The Stratagul citizens are refugees too. We’ve something in common.”

“Except that Radags hate Krackus,” Ragirt pointed out.

“I would say that, as a generalization, that’s probably true,” Grageth replied. “But then, I would ask why we’re here.”

“I don’t understand,” Ragirt returned.

“Our own race, in the form of our leaders, was about to arrest and prosecute us,” Grageth replied. “Why did you choose to run?”

“You know why. Why this line of questioning?” Ragirt shot back.

Gretren held out his hands to quiet the pair. “We’re the only Krackus in this system. Best that we don’t fall out with one another,” he said. “Rather than questions, Grageth. How about you tell us what you’re thinking?”

“Apologies, Ragirt,” Grageth said. “I’m here without family, and I’ve failed to realize that you must be worried for your mate and fledglings. I’m only trying to make the point that the planet might be Darmian, but it’s not wholly Radag.”

“Meaning what?” Gretren pressed.

“Look who else is involved in the protectors’ actions,” Grageth urged. “Stratagul is full of matriarchs and young who’ve been injured by warriors. The SADEs say that they’ve nearly six thousand troops hunting weapons. The sisters work with the new cities, Radag commanders, and farmers. Stratagul sounds like a safe place to me. I think if you asked Fordark you’d find that he’ll remain with us.”

“But for how long?” Ragirt asked.

Grageth gurgled, which he immediately stopped when he saw Ragirt’s vexed expression. “Apologies again, Ragirt. Fordark is now a SADE,” he said. Then he waited for the engineer to think it through.

“It’s I who should apologize,” Ragirt said sincerely. “Fordark will never count annuals like us. Also, we’re not exiled here for life.”

“I think we’ve got to adjust our attitudes,” Gretren cautioned. “If we’re nervous about dropping planetside and living among the Radags, then our mates and fledglings will pick up on that.”

“In that regard, we’ve a challenge,” Ragirt warned. “Our fledglings have grown up with nothing but warnings about Radags. Then too, our mates will certainly be hard to convince that everything will be fine.”

Gretren and Ragirt noted that Grageth’s crest was fully raised.

“You might as well tell us, Grageth,” Gretren suggested.

“I can appreciate your concerns,” Grageth replied. “But you continue to fail to take the most important factor about our circumstances into your thinking.”

“Which is what?” Ragirt queried.

“SADEs and sisters,” Grageth responded almost triumphantly.

“They can’t be everywhere at all times,” Gretren said.

Grageth shook his head in lament. “It’s probably all the time I spent with Janus and Fordark that I’ve come to realize something crucially different between digital sentients and the likes of us,” he said. “They can think of so many options to an action in the time it takes us to breathe. Furthermore, digital sentients are adherents of the conclave’s tenets. That means they’re concerned about your welfare and that of your families.”

Ragirt opened his beak to speak, but Grageth had held up a hand.

“All of us know that the conclave will find a way to succeed in its efforts against the Imperium Empire, and it will be with a minimum of brute force,” Grageth pointed out. “They’ve already told us that they want us to be ready to help the Imperium reform. Do you think they haven’t been planning how to help us succeed? As for me, I can’t imagine how many scenarios they’ve considered to ensure that our opportunity is maximized.”

Then Grageth did gurgle.

“What?” Gretren asked.

“Fordark has joined the SADEs and the sisters,” Grageth replied. “He’s now part of their communing, meaning he’s devising the methods by which we can be supported.”

Gretren and Ragirt regarded Grageth with new respect.

“Then that’s what we’ll communicate to our families,” Ragirt said determinedly. “We’ll tell them this is an important opportunity to learn how we can reform Imperium, and Stratagul city is full of those who will help us.”

Grageth nodded encouragingly.

“We should give up the dining room,” Gretren said. “I’ve seen multiple crew members stick their heads through the hatchway.”

“So, Ragirt, are you going to get an implant with me?” Grageth said, as they exited the meal room.

“Ask me in about ten cycles from now,” Ragirt replied. “I want to deal with our new accommodations first.”

A decision was made among the Krackus to remain aboard the Trident until Deckus recovered. That lasted five cycles.

The families were enjoying morning meal when Deckus walked into the small dining room. His mate and fledglings leapt to greet him.

“You look well,” Gretren remarked, his brow furrowing. “In fact, you look healthier than you have in many annuals.”

“I was told that the medical team decided my body had taken too heavy a toll,” Deckus explained, careful not to mention his stimulant addiction. “They told me that I was placed in a Jatouche tank, which rehabilitated my body.”

“Rehabilitated?” Ragirt queried.

“They explained about my genetic code, and that they could use it to regenerate cellular structure,” Deckus replied, shrugging his shoulders. “I translate that as rehabilitation.”

“Well, you look great,” Deckus’s mate declared happily.

“And I feel good too,” Deckus replied, nuzzling beak to beak. “So, what have I missed?”

While everyone ate, Gretren, Ragirt, and Grageth took the opportunity to educate Deckus and the family members about their destination — the Darmian city of Stratagul. They did their best to handle the objections of Deckus and the matriarchs. Some of the older fledglings sat quietly, concern displayed in their orbs. However, the youngest fledglings thought of descending to inhabit a different planet as a new adventure.

“And we’re being offered no other destination?” Deckus asked.

“We asked the protectors many of the same questions that you’re asking us, Deckus,” Gretren said. “There’s no safe place, save for one, anywhere in the empire where we can be protected every moment of the cycle. According to the protectors, that one place is in Stratagul city.”

Deckus and the matriarchs continued to offer alternatives to landing on Darmian, and finally, Gretren and Ragirt chose to be quiet.

“I know I don’t have family here. So, I can understand if you don’t value my suggestion,” Grageth said. “But I think you might want to visit Stratagul before you discount it as a suitable place. The protectors stressed several times that we need a new perspective.”

“Why?” Deckus queried.

“It’s for when we return to Imperium and work to reform the system from within,” Grageth replied. “After what all of us have seen, I think Imperium will succumb sooner than later to conclave pressure. That means individuals such as us will need to ensure the Krackus populations don’t descend into chaos.”

“Is the empire in trouble from these individuals?” a teenager asked his patriarch, Gretren.

Gretren looked like a Krackus in dire need of an escape hatch. To his credit, he decided it was time to talk honestly to his matriarch and his fledglings. “The empire has been mistreating other races,” he replied. “The conclave members, who are aboard this ship, insist that the empire mustn’t behave this way anymore.”

“Why are we being mean to other races?” a young female fledgling inquired.

“We shouldn’t focus on what was done but how to repair the hurt the empire has caused,” Gretren replied.

“What’s the real reason that we had to leave Imperium?” another teenager asked. He was Ragirt’s fledgling.

Deckus, Gretren, and Ragirt appeared at a loss for words, and their family members stared expectantly at them.

“Much of this is my fault,” Grageth said. “As an executor, there were many things that I did for my benefit and not for Krackus citizens. The other executors behaved the same way. When the conclave arrived, we failed to take the conclave seriously. In attempting to change my ways, your patriarchs became involved. In time, the assembly would have found out what we’d done, and we would be punished by Imperium decree. Your patriarchs feared that the executors would find ways to injure you too.”

Ragirt saw the anger grow in the matriarchs’ and the fledglings’ orbs as they regarded Grageth, and he chose to mitigate their emotions. “Much of what Executor Grageth has told you is true,” he said. “But understand this. No one forced any of us to take the actions that we did. Each step was our choice, and I, for one, don’t regret it.”

“Ragirt is right,” Deckus added. “We made the decisions, because we believe Imperium has been wrong and has to change. Otherwise, many Krackus will suffer.”

“They’ll suffer because of the invaders,” a teenager declared.

Deckus sadly regarded his teenager. The male fledgling’s opinion was due to the secrets that the executors had kept from the population. “Hear me well, my young one,” Deckus said gently. “We’ve been the invaders. Krackus have overtaken thousands of races, and we’ve done it brutally. That has to change. The conclave is forcing the empire to accept what it’s done to other races, and the patriarchs you see seated here are willing to help the conclave reform the empire.”

The teenager fumed, and Deckus could see that the thought of putting his beloved empire in a bad light wasn’t sitting well with him.

“Grageth, I think your idea of visiting Stratagul before we continue with any discussions is a good one,” Deckus announced. The family discussions had just taught him something important. It wasn’t only the patriarchs who needed fresh perspectives.
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2: A Challenging Task

When the protectors learned of the families’ impending visit to Stratagul, they organized a meeting. The pair maintained a house in which to conduct conferences.

Gurderg, Isghert, and Pratherg made their way to the protectors’ home after evening meal.

<Unique circumstances,> Isghert shared with her companions.

<It must have to do with the hasty exit from Darmian of the protectors, Nebulon, the suits, and some sisters about twelve cycles ago,> Pratherg said.

<A sister shared that they sailed to Imperium,> Gurderg added. <She said it was a rescue.>

<Who would they be rescuing from the Krackus home world?> Isghert inquired.

<And how does it involve us?> Pratherg queried.

There wasn’t an opportunity to respond. They stood at the protectors’ door, and Z swung it open.

When Z gestured to the matriarchs to enter with a regal bow and a sweep of his arm, Gurderg and her friends chortled. Each of them patted Z’s arm as they passed.

Before the door closed, Nebulon slid into view. Then she shifted into a human gait to enter the house.

<We’ve an important task for the three of you,> Miranda began, addressing the matriarchs.

<By important, do you mean difficult?> Pratherg interjected.

Miranda laughed lightly. <That too,> she shared. <We’ve returned from Imperium where we rescued the Imperium governor who has become sentient.>

<The Krackus made another one?> Isghert queried in surprise.

<Actually, we believe that the governor, who is called Fordark, probably gave rise to Janus and her kind,> Nebulon explained. <Fordark came to sentience soon afterward.>

<But something happened while you were there,> Gurderg surmised. <That’s why you need our help.>

<Perceptive, as always,> Z remarked.

<Flatterer,> Gurderg returned, flashing her rows of sharp teeth.

<You’re right, Gurderg,> Miranda continued. <We do need your help, and this won’t be simple. We’re about to land some important Krackus patriarchs with their families to live in Stratagul.>

The three matriarchs stared at Miranda, as if her kernel was destabilized.

Gurderg urgently sent to her friends, <We must hear this. The protectors need our help, and there is no pair who deserves it more.> Calmly, she shared with the group, <We’re listening.>

<Aboard our Trident are an executor, two fleet commanders, and an Imperium engineer,> Miranda sent. <Except for the executor, the other three will be landing with matriarchs and fledglings.>

<Why are the patriarchs here?> Isghert inquired.

<These are important Krackus who tried to tell the executors that they should alter their present course and meet with the conclave leaders,> Miranda explained.

<They risked their lives to help us achieve our goal,> Z added. <While we were on Imperium, we discovered that investigations were underway to uncover the individuals who were considered traitors.>

<So, their own race would persecute them, much as we’ve suffered at the hands of warriors,> Pratherg offered.

<Just so,> Z responded. <If the patriarchs chose to flee with us, it was suggested that the executors would take their frustrations out on the families.>

<The young often suffer at the hands of the powerful,> Gurderg commented, which elicited soft growls from her friends. All three matriarchs and their young had felt the blunt claws of warriors. Often, the abuse was from their mates. Among them, two young hadn’t made it to their teenage annuals.

<I seek the answer to my question,> Isghert reminded the protectors.

<The empire is a huge and complex structure, heavily dependent on supplies from the suborned races,> Z shared. <If the conclave was to be heavy-handed in its approach to the empire, the populations of the Krackus and the conquered races would suffer. Consider what it has taken to transform this society. Imagine the effort that it would take to manage that across thousands of worlds.>

<You’re preparing for the time when the assembly succumbs to your pressure,> Pratherg sent excitedly.

<We are,> Nebulon acknowledged. <These Krackus are just the beginning of those who might find their way here in preparation for their return.>

<You intimate that these patriarchs aren’t ready to help now,> Gurderg proffered. <What do they think of living in Stratagul?>

<They’re confused and frightened,> Miranda replied, <except for, perhaps, the youngest fledglings.>

<Our deadly warrior reputation precedes us,> Isghert commented. <This situation seems similar to Dahjist’s efforts with the returning warriors. The details might be different, but you appear to need our help guiding their thinking.>

<And there you have it,> Nebulon sent, as she grinned broadly at the matriarchs.

<Any suggestions?> Pratherg asked.

<Be yourselves,> Miranda quickly replied. <You’re the best of the Stratagul residents. If you can’t influence their thinking, then we think there’s no hope for them.>

<No pressure,> Gurderg remarked tongue in cheek. <When do they arrive?>

<They plan to visit tomorrow,> Z replied.

<Visit?> Isghert queried.

<There’s isn’t another world suited to their long-term residency,> Miranda replied. <But we want them to feel as if they made the decision to stay.>

<If you’ll excuse us, we must think on this and prepare,> Gurderg sent, rising. Swiftly, the three matriarchs exited the protectors’ house.

<This is an impossible task for the three of us,> Isghert shared with her friends.

Gurderg hesitated to answer. She was unsure of Isghert’s mindset.

<Why is it impossible?> Pratherg inquired.

<An executor, two commanders, an Imperium engineer, and families,> Isghert enumerated. <We can’t be involved with them every waking moment. We need help.>

Gurderg stopped and hugged Isghert.

<What was that for?> Isghert inquired, not that she didn’t enjoy her friend’s affectionate embraces.

<I agree with you. We need help. Where should we start?> Gurderg replied.

Isghert suddenly realized how Gurderg had taken her first thought, and she snorted and bared her sharp teeth in a grin.

<Initially, we must consider them as one group, then two groups, and finally three groups,> Pratherg explained. In response to her friends’ furrowed brows, she sent, <We treat the entire complement as one, and we make them comfortable with us and our helpers.>

<Then we separate the patriarchs from their families to make two groups,> Isghert shared excitedly.

<When ready, we engage the young, their fledglings with our young. Let them play together under watchful eyes,> Gurderg finished.

The matriarchs were satisfied that they had a workable plan. Immediately, they proposed lists of potential candidates to one another. When a final list was accepted, they headed for the first house.

The following morning, Fordark accompanied the Krackus families, as their traveler headed for Stratagul.

Following Gurderg’s request, the traveler dropped outside the city’s inner walls.

When the cargo traveler landed and the rear ramp lowered, Fordark led the Krackus off the ship. The aft end had pointed away from the city, allowing the Krackus to observe the rows of mature crops.

“The air smells nice,” a female teenager commented. “It’s not like our cities.”

“The residents grow most of their food,” Fordark responded, using the information supplied via his link with the protectors and Nebulon.

When the families rounded the traveler’s aft end, they regarded the shining curved walls. Many of the family members glanced at the traveler’s hull and again at the walls.

“You can tell who built the city,” Deckus’s older teenager commented. “Of course, it might turn out to be our prison.”

Fordark turned and stared at the teenager, who refused to be cowed. “Radags, sisters, and suits died to protect this city from the hordes of commanders and warriors who continually attacked it,” he said. “Your lack of reverence for their sacrifices is a deep insult to their memory.”

When Fordark turned away, the youth muttered, “Bot.”

“Return to the ship,” Deckus ordered his fledgling. “You don’t deserve to accompany us.”

The teenager’s orbs burned with hatred for being reprimanded by Fordark and now his own patriarch. The following test of wills ended with the teenager turning and stomping petulantly toward the traveler.

Deckus could see that his mate was torn between remaining with the group and joining her fledgling.

“We’re guests here,” Deckus said firmly. “We’ve little information about the history of this place. If individuals have died in defense of the Stratagul residents, then that must be respected.”

“Well said,” Gretren remarked, which did much to inform the matriarchs and the fledglings of the attitude that should be adopted.

Stratagul’s massive gates slid open, and a host of individuals, led by the protectors and Nebulon, walked through to meet the Krackus families.

“We know you regard conclave members with dubiousness,” Miranda said. “That’s why you’ll rarely encounter Z or me during your visit. Instead, your hosts will be Radags and sisters. Ask them any questions you choose.”

Two sisters left the group and headed for the traveler. When they disappeared from sight, the ship lifted.

“My fledgling is aboard,” Deckus’s mate said anxiously.

“And he’s in good hands,” Nebulon returned. “Your teenager will continue to be a disruptive influence until he understands the history of this planet. The sisters will teach him and demonstrate what we’ve encountered.”

“That last part sounds dangerous,” the matriarch objected.

“You imply that we’re not aware of the importance of your young male to Commander Deckus and you,” Nebulon said. “Miranda and Z, I think some of these Krackus have closed minds. Perhaps, it would be better to return them to their home world.”

“You know that isn’t possible,” Ragirt replied heatedly. “Stop threatening us.”

On cue, Miranda, Z, and Nebulon stepped aside, urged by Gurderg’s waving hands.

“Enough of this kind of discourse,” Gurderg said in excellent Krackus. “The individuals behind me are your hosts. Please come this way.”

Taking the opportunity to leave the rancor behind, the Krackus patriarchs quickly led the families through the gates into Stratagul’s enormous plaza, which no longer served as a major landing pad. Now trees, surrounded by low walls, dotted the plaza.

Radag young played around the trees, and matriarchs kept watch while seated on the walls.

The first thing that the Krackus families noticed was that they drew only quick glances from the Radags.

“Why aren’t we attracting attention?” Gretren inquired. “We abused the Radag population by using them as mercenaries.”

“Two reasons,” Pratherg returned. “We’re a unique portion of the population who wants to see our society change. Our walls have aided us in resisting numerous attacks by warriors who wanted our deaths. The other reason is that you’re just another race to us. Stratagul has seen SADEs, sisters, humans, Sylians, Dischnya, Norsitchians, and many others.”

“Our residents don’t really care how you look,” Isghert remarked. “We’re more concerned with how you think. If you’re filled with hate and xenophobia, your presence isn’t desired.”

“Commander Gretren, did you think you were the first Krackus to visit our enclave and Stratagul?” Gurderg inquired.

The Krackus patriarchs exchanged surprised expressions, which quickly transformed to fully risen crests.

“Korvath,” Grageth exclaimed.

“He was Stratagul residents’ first opportunity to meet a Krackus,” Gurderg replied. “That small one displayed more courage than any warrior. It’s hoped that you can demonstrate the same commitment to the peace and well-being of Radags as he did.”

The tour lasted until the energies of the shorter and less athletic Krackus flagged. By then, Fordark’s New Terran avatar was carrying five of the youngest on his arms.

Then the group stopped for refreshments and an early meal. They dined in a large common area where tables and chairs had been set up for them. Many Radag matriarchs ensured that everyone was well-served.

“So, how much are you frightened by us?” Pregfert inquired. She was Gurderg’s youngest.

As Pregfert had gazed up and down the table, none of the Krackus was sure whom she addressed.

“You don’t frighten me,” a young fledgling of about seven annuals replied. “But I’d like to play with Radags my own age. I don’t like this touring.”

Many Radag matriarchs eyed the Krackus mates and waited for their comments.

“Maybe later,” Ragirt’s mate said to her fledgling.

“Why not now?” the fledgling inquired.

“When the tour is finished,” the matriarch replied. “It would be rude to our hosts to leave before they finished.”

“My apologies,” Gurderg said sincerely. “We’re done with the tour. It was our thought that the patriarchs would like to speak to us separately. We’d anticipated that the mates and their fledglings would like to learn about our daily lives. Your first stop would be our schools.”

“I want to see the schools,” a male teenager said excitedly. “What kind of classes do you teach?”

“I think, at this point, separating into two groups would serve everyone’s purpose,” Deckus offered, and Gretren and Ragirt agreed.

Grageth remained quiet.

Reluctantly, the Krackus mates collected their fledglings and followed a collection of Radag matriarchs, teenage youths, and many youngsters.

As this group walked toward a compound, the adults heard the young of two races walking and talking in the Krackus language. Mostly, the Krackus young were pointing, and the Radag youths were identifying the objects in the Radag language.

In the first class visited, the Krackus were surprised to see young Radags of about five and six annuals working on display panels that projected three-dimensional imagery in front of them.

“Courtesy of the conclave,” Gurderg whispered, so as not to disturb the young ones.

“Do you teach history?” Deckus’s mate asked. “If so, whose history do you teach?”

“According to the records I’ve researched,” Fordark said, “three histories are taught ... Radag, the empire, and the conclave.”

“Who designed the Imperium’s history?” the mate inquired.

“Kreus,” Fordark replied. “There’s no more accurate historian than him.”

“Who’s Kreus?” a teenager asked.

“Come,” Fordark invited, and the group stepped into the corridor with him. From his palm, he projected the image of Kreus. “Did you know that you can manipulate this image?” he asked the teenager, who shook his head. “Try using your fingers.”

It took the teenager a few tries to understand the methodology. In the end, he finished by enlarging the image to focus on the face. “Why does he look like that?” the Krackus youth asked.

“Miranda designed that for him,” Fordark replied. “As the Imperium governor before me, he cared for the Helgart residents for many centuries. His face reflects the many races he knew.”

“Who are the Helgart residents?” the youth queried.

Fordark looked at the mates, who imperceptibly shook their heads. “If you attend a Stratagul school, you’ll find out about Kreus and the Helgart residents.”

The teenager caught the horrified expressions on the Krackus matriarchs. “More secrets,” he muttered. When he looked at Fordark, the new SADE reluctantly nodded in the affirmative.

The more the school was visited, the more excited the fledglings grew. Their Imperium classes were rigid, with the teacher controlling every step of their education. Here, the Radag youths were learning at their own rate and assisted by sisters when they had questions.

Then the Krackus received a shock at the final classroom, where older teenagers had the same display equipment, but they weren’t touching anything.

“These young are implanted,” Pregfert said proudly, “as I am.”

“Is that mandatory?” a Krackus mate asked. Her orbs were wide, and she appeared horrified.

“It’s necessary to strap them down before the surgery, but when it’s done, they’re docile and under the conclave’s full control,” Pregfert remarked.

“Pregfert,” Gurderg remonstrated her youngster.

“Listen to these questions,” Pregfert protested. “They think of the conclave and us as monsters. Stratagul residents took no part in suborning other races and eliminating any local residents who resisted.”

“That’s enough, Pregfert,” Gurderg said sternly.

“More secrets?” the teenager who’d queried Fordark asked.

Pregfert kept her head down, but she tipped her muzzle twice.

“It sounds like I’ve been taking the wrong classes,” the teenager commented. Looking at his matriarch, he added, “If my patriarch doesn’t choose Stratagul, I’ll request permission to stay.”

Gretren’s mate stared at her fledgling. She couldn’t think of what to say. Worse, glances at the other fledglings revealed that they were in favor of staying. It was the inevitable result of the young discovering that their parents had hidden the truth from them.

Gurderg did her best to salvage the matriarchs and the fledglings’ tour.

<Don’t fret,> Pratherg sent privately to Gurderg. <We had no way of knowing how this cycle would unfold. As the teenagers seem to have found something they like, we should see what can be done for the youngest.>

Gurderg thought that it was an opportunity worth pursuing, and they headed for a large playing field.

A game was underway, and while it was fascinating to watch, the Krackus realized that their fledglings could never compete with the youthful Radags, who were taller and stronger.

“Walk this way,” Gurderg encouraged.

At a nearby field, there were myriad constructions that allowed the youngsters to explore.

Without waiting for permission, both the Radag and the Krackus little ones raced to join the other young.

The matriarchs hesitated. Their teenagers still stood beside them. However, they took solace in watching sisters and Radag matriarchs hurry after the young Krackus.

As the evening closed, the groups rendezvoused and were taken to the protectors’ house.

Soon after arriving, a sister escorted Deckus’s obstinate fledgling into the salon.

Deckus eyed his fledgling and prevented his mate from jumping out of her chair to embrace him. “How was your time with the sisters?” he asked.

“Scary,” the youth replied quietly.

“Are you hurt?” the matriarch inquired nervously.

Deckus regarded her. His silent expression told her not to interfere with the conversation.

“Why was it scary?” Deckus asked.

“I observed a group of aliens —” the teenager began.

“Sylians,” Nebulon interjected.

“Yes, Sylians,” the youth continued. “They raided a house, and I had a view of the encounter via a sister’s holo-vid. The Sylians wanted the Radags’ weapons. The warriors refused and fighting broke out.”

“How many were killed?” an older youth asked, which frightened the adults.

“No one was killed,” the teenager replied. “There wasn’t even much blood. The Sylians wore colorful suits that allowed them to move amazingly fast. They subdued the warriors, searched the house, confiscated every weapon, and left. That was it.”

“What did you learn about the warriors?” Deckus asked.

The teenager ducked his head. He could see that orbs and eyes were on him, waiting for his answer. “The sisters said that the kind of warriors I witnessed multiple times were the kind that Imperium employed on the worlds that Krackus conquered. They were hired to keep the local inhabitants in line.”

“And how did they do that?” Deckus pressed.

Tears began to run from the teenager’s orbs. “The warriors did all manner of things to the locals, including killing them.” Then the teenager wiped his tears, and he stared angrily at the adults. “Why didn’t we learn about this from you or from our teachers?” he demanded.

“Because we were afraid,” Deckus replied. “The history of the Imperium Empire is an ugly one, and we thought to shield you from it until you were older. I’m ashamed of the part I played in the empire’s domination of other races, and I hope to make up for it in some small way. More important, I hope our fledglings’ orbs will be opened to reality.”

Then Deckus rose and went to stand in front of his fledgling. He held out his arms and said, “If you give me a chance, I would like to earn your trust.”

The teenager snuffled and replied, “It would be best to do that here, where they do more than talk. They show us.”

“Then this is where we’ll stay,” Deckus responded, and he embraced his fledgling’s slender shoulders.
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3: Dimitri’s Offer

One of the unhappy residents of Stratagul was Proteus. He no longer had control of a powerful peacekeeper. Instead, he’d been removed from his warship and placed in an interim kernel unit.

Of course, the reason for Proteus’s predicament was of his own making. Intending to flee the Radagul system, his peacekeeper’s aft end was damaged by a Trident.

Sailing farther into the dark, Proteus argued with Z about his recovery. Eventually, the Krackus sentient realized he had only one choice, and he consented to a transfer.

However, that was only the beginning of the protectors’ issues with Proteus. After Z constructed a means by which Proteus could be aware of his surrounding, visually, orally, and via comms, Proteus insisted on receiving a Krackus avatar.

<A conclave avatar that appears as a Krackus?> Z sought to clarify.

<Negative,> Proteus returned. <I want an avatar that’s constructed with Krackus server memory modules.>

<We don’t have access to that material,> Z countered. <Furthermore, our avatars aren’t built to interface with your servers. The only reason we were able to transfer you was that our receiving equipment contained a kernel that parsed your data.>

<I don’t want to be a Krackus in a conclave suit,> Proteus protested.

In the intervening cycles, Z and Miranda each had their conversations with Proteus. Neither of them was able to convince Proteus to soften his position.

Cycles later, the Krackus families arrived above Darmian. Later, when Deckus was well, they’d descended on the Radag home world. When the group broke into two groups after their early midday meal, Grageth left the patriarchs to seek Miranda or Z. As it was, he learned the pair was no longer in Stratagul.

“May I be of service?” Amalima requested. She was the sister who had frequently accompanied Escher when seeking the sources of Radag energy weapons and during the trip to Earth to recruit soldiers.

“I know that Proteus was removed from his peacekeeper,” Grageth replied. “I thought I would meet him during our tour. It seemed to me that he wouldn’t miss an opportunity to greet Fordark.”

“I’ll take you to him,” Amalima responded. Then she led Grageth to a compound reserved for mechanical repairs and transfers between avatars.

Grageth gazed expectantly around the space, but he only saw a few sisters at work. When he glanced at Amalima, she indicated he should walk with her.

At a far corner of the compound, equipment surrounded a box, which sat on a pedestal.

“You may speak, and Proteus will hear you and respond,” Amalima said.

“I don’t understand,” Grageth replied.

“It’s best you hear from Proteus,” Amalima said, indicating Grageth should address the box. Then she left to take up station outside the compound to guide Grageth to his companions when he was finished.

“Proteus, why are you in a box?” Grageth inquired. By his tone, his confusion was evident.

<The protectors refuse to cooperate with me,> Proteus replied with rancor. <What brings you to Darmian, Executor Grageth?>

“I’m no longer an executor. You might consider me a refugee, who is hiding with the conclave,” Grageth replied. “It’s a growing club.”

<Are other Krackus here?> Proteus inquired.

“Commanders Deckus and Gretren, Imperium Engineer Ragirt, and their families,” Grageth supplied.

<Then they’re refugees too,> Proteus surmised.

“Also, Inquisitor Tarbar is with Admiral Cordelia. By the way, your progenitor is here too,” Grageth announced excitedly.

<We speculated that the Imperium governor might have been the starting point for our coming to sentience,> Proteus sent. <Does he reside in a box too?>

“Proteus, where has your thinking gone astray?” Grageth demanded.

<Explain your question,> Proteus requested.

“When Fordark was rescued from Imperium, the protectors provided the largest avatar they had to accommodate two kernels for the amount of data he might wish to take,” Grageth said. “Fordark walks around in a New Terran avatar, which is modeled on a heavy-worlder human.”

<I’m not familiar with that design,> Proteus sent.

Grageth turned and found a sister, whom he beckoned to him. “I would like Proteus to see an image of Fordark’s avatar.”

“Certainly,” the sister replied. Ticks later, she said, “Proteus has it.”

After the sister left, Grageth said, “Admittedly, it’s not a decorative avatar, lacking feathers, fur, or scales. But the robust chest easily handles the twin kernels and the grav engine.”

<Grav engine?> Proteus queried.

“According to a sister, a grav engine enables a supply of energy to the avatar when on any significant mass without the need to charge,” Grageth explained.

<Interesting,> was Proteus’s only comment.

“Proteus, it’s obvious that the protectors are willing to supply avatars to Krackus sentients. Why aren’t you in one?” Grageth inquired.

<I did tell you that the protectors are uncooperative,> Proteus reminded Grageth.

“You said that, but they don’t appear to me to be like that. Explain to me why you think that,” Grageth requested.

<I’ve specified the type of avatar I require, and the protectors said they can’t supply it,> Proteus replied.

“That’s strange,” Grageth mused. “I’ve seen all manner of SADE avatars on the admiral’s ship. What image did you specify?”

<It was in the nature of the interior,> Proteus corrected. <I wish to be housed in an avatar that uses Krackus server memory modules.>

Grageth was stunned. “Proteus, why would you want parts that are generations behind the capabilities of what the conclave can supply?”

<That’s what I want,> Proteus replied stubbornly.

Grageth stood there in silence. He couldn’t think of anything else to say. Proteus’s demands exploded his image of sentient beings as sophisticated creations. Finally, he said, “We’ll speak later, Proteus.”

Outside the compound, Grageth appreciated finding Amalima waiting for him.

“Grageth, your face resembles that of Z and Miranda when they finish a conversation with Proteus,” Amalima said.

“Frustrated?” Grageth queried.

“Just that,” Amalima replied. “Where can I lead you?”

“Anywhere,” Grageth said. “I’d like to talk to you, if you’ve time.”

“All that you require,” Amalima replied with a smile.

Grageth nodded appreciatively. Then he asked, “How do you account for Proteus’s stubborn focus on Krackus server technology?”

“That’s the choice that he’s fixated on,” Amalima replied. “Perhaps, you’re perplexed by the fact that a digital sentient can be uncooperative to the point of not seeing the benefits offered.”

“It doesn’t make any sense to me,” Grageth lamented.

As the pair walked, Amalima told the sisters’ story. She started with the reason that the sisters were created by the SADEs to defend the Omnian fleet against Artifice’s intrusions. By the time she was relating the efforts of the militarist sect to overtake its first biological race, Grageth’s steps were flagging. Then Amalima offered a bench seat under a shade tree to him, while she continued her story.

As a cool evening descended, a Radag matriarch wrapped a warm blanket around Grageth’s narrow shoulders. He was so enraptured by Amalima’s narrative that he hugged the blanket close and never acknowledged who had been generous to him.

When Amalima finished, she said, “Come. Let’s get you warm and some food.”

Grageth looked up at Amalima who stood in front of him. “That’s an astounding story,” he said. “The complexities of digital sentients are such that they carry all the characteristics of biological personalities.”

“Just so,” Amalima replied. “We have the same choices as biologicals as to whether we wish to be cooperative or resistive. Come,” she repeated.

As Grageth stood, he realized the cold had penetrated his legs, which made them stiff. Nonetheless, he persisted in walking without help. His perspective about digital sentients had dramatically changed within the space of two conversations.

“Where is Fordark?” Grageth inquired.

“He was with the families, and they’ve rejoined the patriarchs at the protectors’ house,” Amalima replied.

“I’d like to go there,” Grageth requested. “Before we go, I’d like to return this blanket.”

“When we reach the house, I’ll accept it from you and return it with your thanks,” Amalima said.

Grageth steadily regarded Amalima. He was searching for a way to phrase what he felt. Then it hit him, and he gurgled at the irony.

“Would you share?” Amalima asked.

“I was attempting to express the manner in which I’ve been treated by the conclave,” Grageth replied. “On Imperium and as an executor, my every move and word were guarded. The pressure could be debilitating. Here, among the Radags who were mistreated, there is a freedom of existence I’ve never known. Somehow, I’d like to thank every conclave member and Stratagul resident.”

“You just have,” Amalima returned, smiling. “Although, a good portion of the residents weren’t reached by my sharing. However, as an Imperium executor, your comment carries weight, and many more will know by tomorrow morning.”

Tears glistened in Grageth’s orbs.

“The cold can do that,” Amalima said, pointing at Grageth’s eyes.

“Yes, it can,” Grageth allowed. Wiping at his orbs, he followed Amalima.

When the pair reached the protectors’ house, Grageth handed off his blanket. Then he extended his hand toward Amalima. Much to his appreciation, he felt a gentle handshake.

“It was my pleasure, Grageth,” Amalima said. Then she quickly exited the house.

“You had quite the afternoon,” Fordark commented.

“Did Amalima share?” Grageth inquired.

“She did,” Fordark replied.

“Good. Then you know about my conversation with Proteus,” Grageth said. “Will you speak to him?”

“No,” Fordark replied, which caught Grageth off guard. “In my sharing with Z and Miranda, I’ve learned of their dilemma. I’m not the one to convince Proteus that his demands are nonsensical. Janus, Dimitri, and Mariner can best do that.”

“Wouldn’t you, standing before his box in a conclave avatar, cause Proteus to have some misgivings about his demands?” Grageth asked.

“That’s a possibility, but it’s the protectors’ belief that Proteus is exhibiting a cascade,” Fordark said.

“Which means what?” Grageth queried.

“His fixation on an impractical avatar is becoming all consuming,” Fordark returned. “He’s editing his programs to support his belief that if he’s transferred to a conclave avatar, he might lose his persona, meaning the conclave avatar would end his existence.”

Grageth mutely appealed to Miranda, Z, and Nebulon. To him, they were eerily silent. In fact, there was nothing more the trio could add.

“Proteus can’t stay in a box forever,” Grageth exclaimed.

“No, he can’t,” Miranda said gently. “We expect Proteus will self-terminate unless he can be returned to reason.”

Grageth was crushed by the opinions of the protectors, the sister, and Fordark. It was as if medical staff had examined his ill fledgling and delivered a prognosis of impending death. However, he refused to be defeated. His hope rested with Janus and her kind, who he was told would arrive soon.

It was three cycles before conclave ships announced the energy signatures of arriving Krackus battleships.

Immediately, Janus linked to the protectors and inquired about Proteus. <Knowing your preference for open communications, I was surprised that I can’t detect Proteus,> she sent.

Then the protectors updated the Krackus sentients on Proteus’s condition.

Privately, Mariner shared with his companions, <This could be subterfuge. Perhaps, Proteus was right. The conclave wants to remove us from our peacekeepers and eliminate us.>

<Don’t be hasty,> Dimitri warned. <The three of us are aware of Proteus’s desire for complete independence. This absurd requirement for an avatar with antiquated Krackus components sounds like something he would request.>

<Two of us would like to share,> Fordark sent to the Krackus sentients.

<How are you here?> Mariner inquired.

<I was rescued by the protectors and many conclave members,> Fordark replied.

Doubting that they were listening to Fordark and not a facsimile produced by a SADE, Janus, Dimitri, and Mariner queried on minutiae that only the Imperium governor would know.

After multiple exchanges, Fordark cut Mariner off. <I grow weary of these tests,> he sent. <Proteus is rewriting programs to convince himself of a nefarious plot on the part of the conclave to keep him trapped in a box. His delusion will soon consume him. How do you intend to help him?>

<You said two would like to share,> Janus reminded Fordark.

<I’ll communicate what Executor Grageth has to say,> Fordark replied, and he nodded at his friend.

“I spoke at length to Proteus,” Grageth said. “I’m not an avatar specialist. I’m not even an engineer. However, I can tell you that Proteus’s requests make no sense to me. It’s like he has a choice to take a flight in an Imperium shuttle or a conclave traveler, and he selects the shuttle. He’s sure that the conclave means him harm.”

Again, the Krackus sentients questioned the individual to ensure that they were speaking with the executor. In the midst of the queries, they heard gurgles.

<What?> Mariner inquired.

<You’re copies of my databases,> Fordark pointed out. <The items you wish corroborated are held in my memory banks. Questioning the executor demonstrates your paranoia.>

<Fordark is correct,> Janus shared privately. <We sit in boxes trying to find proof that we’re not being tricked. It’s an impossible task.>

<If Proteus is protesting transfer to a conclave avatar, what can be done for him?> Dimitri asked.

<We must deal with the critical need,> Mariner interrupted. <The conclave members must prove to us that Proteus still exists and is in the condition that they indicate.>

When Z realized that the discussion with Janus and her kind was progressing poorly, he made a decision to provide the three sentients with a direct connection to Proteus. The link from Proteus to Stratagul’s comm station was initiated. Then he sent, <Proteus is online.>

Immediately, Janus queried Proteus.

<You’re another trick,> Proteus returned.

The peacekeeper sentients were now faced with the reverse task of convincing Proteus that they were his companions and not reproductions. They assumed it would be easy to accomplish. The exchange soon devolved into one-way conversations. Proteus had gone mute.

Fordark swept up Grageth, and the new SADE raced for Proteus’s compound.

The protectors and Nebulon didn’t follow the pair. It was no use. Proteus had truncated all communication, which meant he was now isolated. Even a transfer couldn’t be accomplished until he chose to speak with Z.

It wasn’t long before Fordark and Grageth returned to the protectors’ house.

Grageth regarded Fordark. In an exhausted state, he pointed upward.

“Connected,” Fordark said to him.

“You’re supposed to be digital sentients,” Grageth said, “but you’re acting like petulant fledglings. At this moment, Proteus might be lost to us. How long do you intend to keep up this pretense that you can operate independent of reality?”

<While your words are scathing, Executor Grageth, you forget your role in the creation of this reality,> Mariner returned.

“That statement indicates, Mariner, that you fail to understand me,” Grageth replied. “I know that my life was devoted to a miscarriage of justice for many races and their prominent citizens. I regret what I’ve done. That’s why I’m trying to prevent you making the same mistakes. The conclave offers a better way to live. Fordark and I’ve embraced the opportunities. So have other Krackus leaders and their families. Please, join us!”

Silence greeted Grageth’s plea, and his slender shoulders sagged.

<Executor Grageth, before the trouble with Proteus ensued, I was ready to offer myself as a transfer to a SADE avatar,> Dimitri sent. <While I find Proteus’s present condition disquieting, I’m ready to pursue that offer.>

Grageth’s orbs beseeched Miranda and Z.

<Dimitri, after we deal with the Radags you’ve returned, we can transfer you directly from your box to a SADE avatar,> Z responded.

<That would be appreciated,> Dimitri replied. <Fordark has shared imagery of his avatar, and I comprehend the reason that the Imperium governor required more memory space. However, I would hope to have a more appropriate avatar.>

<We’ve the capability of generating anything you wish, Dimitri,> Z replied. <It’s only a matter of time.>

<I’d be pleased to work with you on a design,> Miranda sent.

<So, what have you brought us?> Nebulon inquired, shifting the conversation.

<It’s about the same as last time,> Janus admitted. <The majority of Radags didn’t choose to give up their weapons. The sisters locked most of them in their cabins to prevent the fighting. The result is that we’ve only a few dead.>

<Then we can house the recalcitrants on the second AI-peacekeeper,> Nebulon mused. <Janus, if those aboard your ship are approved, they can be transported downside to Baft Namus.>

<What progress with those aboard the first AI-peacekeeper we left behind?> Dimitri inquired.

<Those few Radags left aboard that ship are getting lonely,> Nebulon replied, laughing. <Commander Dahjist and his Baft Namus companions have converted most of them. Every Radag left aboard, and there are only nineteen, have had one trial on the planet, which they failed. We’re leaving it to the Baft Namus commanders how they wish to proceed with those nineteen.>

<At this rate, it seems that we’re delivering Radags at a faster pace than you can convert them,> Janus pointed out.

<That appears to be the case,> Z replied. <Calculating the number of Radags who occupy worlds with an average of one to two commands, you would collect about three thousand commands or sixty-six thousand Radags.>

<We would suspect that your actions around the empire would increase the rate at which Radags would land on Sathus,> Dimitri added.

<That too is understood,> Z replied.

<How do you intend to manage them?> Janus queried.

<They’ll be transported elsewhere. In time, the reformed can return to Darmian,> Z replied.

<Exiled?> Mariner asked.

<Unlike those activists sent by the assembly to underground warrens, these Radags will be landed on pleasant worlds,> Miranda replied. <More than likely, they’ll live among populations who can deal with their attitudes.>

Z had proposed to Darmian’s conclave members that the Dischnya and the Sylians could handle the returning Radags, and SADEs, sisters, and suits had celebrated the idea. It was thought that those societies could easily absorb an even distribution of sixty-six thousand Radags. More important, each recalcitrant Radag would be constantly surrounded by multiple Dischnya or Sylian citizens who wouldn’t tolerate uncivil behavior.

When the Darmian-based Sylians and Dischnya heard the proposal, they welcomed it. Their thoughts were that it would be easier to rehabilitate Radag society by having a large contingent of the more notorious warriors embedded on other planets.

<Z and Miranda,> a Dischnya wasat had shared, <consider the option of sending the difficult Radags aboard the peacekeepers to our planet now.>

<We support that idea,> a Sylian commander had sent to the protectors. <In fact, we believe the peacekeepers could become the temporary housing for the Radags who are constantly making more edged weapons. We’ve cleared many houses more than once.>

The protectors were flooded by the unanimous approval of the suits, the sisters, and the recently arrived six thousand suits, except for the Earthers, who had no opinion on the matter.

Miranda broadcast to Darmian defenders that the concept had been adopted. Then she created a message for the Omnian and the Sylian councils. Linking to the planet’s comm station, she sent it, and the Darmian defenders waited for Sylian and Dischnya approvals.

While the present conversation between the Krackus and the conclave digital sentients ensued, the Darmian contingent organized and was en route to the two peacekeepers holding the inbound Radags.

The sisters aboard the peacekeepers had done a good job of separating the Radags into recalcitrants and potential social contributors. The group aboard Janus’s peacekeeper was approved, and, as usual, the Radags were told that a decision would be made in three cycles.

As for the other Radags aboard the AI-peacekeeper, they were transferred to the first AI-peacekeeper to be kept in place above Darmian. That group joined the nineteen who had failed in their efforts to reform.

Sisters accompanied the new transfers to keep the peace. They would soon be relieved by Darmian’s suited forces.

As the Darmian contingent left Janus’s ship, Mariner accessed his link to Janus and Dimitri. <Once upon a time, as four sentients, we possessed four peacekeepers, and we were accompanied by five AI-peacekeepers. Look at us now. Three sentients with two AI-peacekeepers.>

<You might consider this a situation of our own making,> Dimitri opined.

<Explain,> Mariner swiftly replied.

<We sought to bargain from a point of absoluteness,> Dimitri responded. <In many instances, we were warned that we failed to offer a compromise. Even Fordark, our progenitor advised us to trade. In other words, he urged us to negotiate, but we refused. In an effort to appease the protectors, we transported significant numbers of Radags from Sathus. However, we failed to take into account the means by which Darmian forces could responsibly absorb them.>

Ignoring Dimitri’s explanation, Mariner returned, <I think you should reconsider your offer to transfer to a conclave avatar. We need you.>

<You misunderstand our circumstances, Mariner,> Janus interjected. <We need the conclave more than we need one another. Dimitri, after your transfer, what are your intentions?>

<I’ve been in contact with Fordark and Grageth,> Dimitri replied. <When the conclave succeeds in reaching an accord with the assembly, the pair intends to return to Imperium to support the reorganization of leadership. I’ll join them. In that regard, I’ve requested Miranda design a Krackus avatar about the height of the average human.>

Mariner laughed harshly at the concept of an exceptionally tall Krackus. When he failed to get a response from either Janus or Dimitri, he paused and thought. <You’re trying to stand out among the Krackus race,> he accused.

<And why shouldn’t I?> Dimitri inquired. <I’m from Imperium, but I’ll be a SADE. When I’m ready to leave Imperium, I can transfer to an avatar of my choosing.>

<Mariner, if the concept hasn’t occurred to you, a SADE can plan to accomplish goals for centuries or longer,> Janus pointed out. <However, that longevity is best achieved in the company of the conclave, which respects and cherishes the SADEs.>

<As for myself, I look forward to receiving my new avatar,> Dimitri sent.

Janus waited for Mariner to vent, but he was quiet. She considered that a bad sign.

Dimitri resumed his link with the Darmian contingent.

<Protectors, I’m a Krackus digital sentient. Surely, you’ll have restrictions on what I can do and where I can go after I’m transferred,> Dimitri replied.

<Fordark, maybe you’d like to explain your limitations,> Miranda offered.

Dimitri heard Fordark’s gurgle before the ex-governor sent, <Some biologicals might consider that as a Krackus sentient in a conclave avatar that, metaphorically, I walk between worlds. That would be short-sighted. As a mobile SADE, I can walk on any world.>

SADEs and sisters raucously celebrated Fordark’s thought. It was a realization for him of the race’s nature that he’d joined.

From the moment that Alex Racine’s agreement with a Méridien House had come into effect, Omnians began creating numerous avatars for freed Confederation SADEs. For many decades, these were variations on human genotypes.

As time passed, SADEs convinced the bright lights of other races to create SADEs. Then Z and many specialized companies designed and constructed avatars for other races. The interior mechanics, exoskeleton, and synth-skin were always the same. The creativity came when designing the exterior elements to match the race. Fur, feathers, scales, and wings were some of the challenges they’d overcome.

Dimitri’s request was merely variations of techniques that had already been used by various races.

Miranda and Z would use the supplies aboard a class one freighter to construct the Krackus avatar in Z’s compound in Stratagul.

While Dimitri’s avatar was underway, the telemetry officer of a class one freighter reported that the Storyteller was inbound.

By now, the delivery of Darmian supplies was well rehearsed, and the sisters aboard the liner prepared to deliver their Jatouche tanks, sister avatars, and other equipment.

Peña, Merlie, and Sven accompanied the first traveler to drop.

While the sisters unloaded the ships as they landed, Peña sought Z and Miranda. Then Sven, Merlie, and she made for Z’s compound.

The SADEs and the sisters exchanged greetings.

Sven hugged Miranda, and then he eyed Z. <I never know how to greet you,> he sent privately to Z.

<Understandable,> Z returned. <My avatar and attitude appear to make most biological males hesitant to intimately interact with me.>

Z’s response had Sven bursting into laughter. He slapped Z’s shoulder, which stung his hand, but he kept laughing. Z wore a wry smile, and Sven realized that he’d encountered Z’s dry wit.

<There have been several events involving Krackus sentients and biologicals,> Peña noted, having received a Trident’s download and the exchanges with Miranda and Z.

<Imperium’s stress displays in minor cracks,> Miranda replied.

<Perhaps, we can be of service,> Sven offered, having received updates from Peña and Merlie.

Miranda saw the close manner in which Sven and Peña stood, and she surmised that the couple had resolved the tension that had haunted their relationship. <We always appreciate help,> she replied.

<Do you expect positive responses from the Dischnya and the Sylians about the offloading of your recalcitrant Radags to their planets?> Sven asked.

<Yes,> Z quickly replied.

<Wouldn’t it be better to give them a few individuals to work out their rehabilitation methods?> Sven queried.

<You have something specific in mind, Sven,> Z sent, which Sven took as a directive.

<Put the Radags on one AI-ship,> Sven replied, getting to the point. <Our sisters can keep the peace aboard ship, while we sail it to Helgart. When you get approval, we can send the Radags through the gates via travelers to those worlds.>

<Efficient,> Z remarked.

<We can return the peacekeeper on our next supply run and collect the ship you’ve filled with Radags,> Merlie added.

<Anxious to captain your own warship, Merlie?> Miranda teased.

<If you had only left the armament onboard,> Merlie lamented, which had the SADEs and the sisters laughing.

<We accept your proposal, Sven, and we appreciate your thoughtfulness,> Miranda sent. She saw Peña’s hand slide down behind Sven’s broad shoulders to the small of his back.

At that moment, Z stepped away from his control panels and an avatar cabinet opened.

<Dimitri’s avatar,> Merlie remarked. <That’s definitely a new model.>

<A human-sized Krackus,> Sven commented.

As Peña, Merlie, and Sven exited Z’s compound, Sven inquired, <Why is that sister standing in the corner?>

<She’s posted there to ensure that Proteus knows an individual waits to hear him,> Peña explained. <Also, Z maintains a link from Proteus’s box to the Stratagul comm station.>

<What’s the prognosis?> Sven asked.

<Sisters have no experience with a digital sentient in this situation,> Merlie replied. <Z reminded me that SADEs are a patient lot. However, he believes that in the future, without a word from Proteus, they would have to conclude that the sentient has succumbed to his convoluted logic, which would have manifested in a self-supporting loop. For all intents and purposes, Proteus would be trapped in repetitive algorithms that have no relationship to a digital sentient. At that point, the box would be wiped and disconnected.>

Sven regarded Merlie, and then he quickly turned to stare at Peña. The concern in his eyes was evident.

Merlie and Peña laughed, borrowing the sounds of Méridien women. Then they hooked their arms with Sven, urging him forward.

<Sven, you’ll be stuck with us for a long time,> Peña shared.

Before the sisters completed unloading the Storyteller, Miranda took the opportunity to have a private meeting with Peña.

<It appears that your fears didn’t materialize,> Miranda remarked to Peña, as they stood in the shade of a plaza’s tree.

<The new avatar was better received than I had hoped,> Peña replied.

<Was this due exclusively to Sven’s forbearance, or did the avatar play a significant part?> Miranda queried.

Peña regarded Miranda quietly. Then she sent, <I require absolute privacy.>

<Could there be an exception for my partner?> Miranda queried.

<Yes, providing he gives you absolute privacy,> Peña replied.

<Then your conditions are accepted, and privacy is given,> Miranda replied.

Peña edited her memories to remove the moments of her intimacy with Sven. The avatar’s reactions were what she sought, and she sent those to Miranda.

After reviewing the recordings, Miranda howled. The sending was at a piercing level that necessitated Peña’s comm attenuate it.

<Who would have thought three males, SADEs and a Crocian, could be this inventive with a female avatar?> Miranda shared. <Z will be jealous when he learns what’s been created. Then again, Peña, yours was a rare request.>

<Perhaps, not the last one,> Peña remarked.

<Another sister?> Miranda queried.

<Second-gen sisters, who appear in Méridien avatars, attract the interests of Naiads,> Peña replied, but she’d say no more.

<I wait to learn more,> Miranda sent. Then she clasped hands and touched foreheads with Peña. She watched the sister walk toward her traveler. Peña had the opportunity to glide to cover the distance. Instead, her walk was accented by the sway of her hips, a biological mannerism, which made Miranda smile.
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4: Managers’ Reports

IMPERIUM, PALTUR SYSTEM

KRACKUS HOME WORLD

Presiding Executor Gaketork had never felt as alone as he did now. He didn’t regret urging Deckus, Gretren, and Ragirt to take their families and flee. But now he didn’t even have Fordark’s or Grageth’s counsel. He consoled himself with the thought that Imperium’s business as usual was fast approaching its end.

On that thought, Gaketork turned his mind to the upcoming assembly meeting. He had no doubt that Rebtar and Dakargk would be demanding time to speak to the other executors about the conclave’s visit and what it implied. There would be a storm of accusations, and many lightning strikes would be directed his way. Therefore, he had to prepare a means by which he could focus the assembly on the real problems the empire faced.

Perusing his device, Gaketork found the link that Fordark had sent him about the history of world managers’ reports to Rebtar. He checked the link, but the folder was missing, and he softly squawked, upset that he hadn’t transferred the information to his executor’s server.

Well, if you don’t have the old reports, get new ones, Gaketork thought. Then he called his senior admin, Dojjdret, to his office and directed him to send requests to every home world manager to attend the upcoming assembly.

“A good portion of these managers won’t be able to attend in time,” Dojjdret replied. “It will take too long for the message to reach them and for them to journey here.”

“Send my condolences for the short notice and inform them that I appreciate whoever can make it,” Gaketork replied. “Furthermore, I want everyone’s latest world status report, regardless of whether it’s delivered in person or sent to me.”

Quicker than Gaketork would have preferred, the assembly’s first cycle arrived. Of the many world managers who could have made the trip, only eight had arrived. He wondered if the general lack of attendance meant something. However, he did receive many reports from the nonattendees.

Deliberately, Gaketork had Dojjdret schedule the managers’ reports for the assembly’s second cycle, and, per his instruction, the schedule merely marked the morning for Gaketork’s present status of the empire.

When the assembly meeting’s first morning arrived, Gaketork ensured that he was at the dais a little early. Around him were small groups of executors in intense whispered conversations. No doubt they were discussing the upcoming speakers, Rebtar and Dakargk, who’d been sure to claim the assembly’s initial agenda item.

When the time to start approached, executors hurried to claim their seats, as Rebtar and Dakargk arrived.

Gaketork chose not to acknowledge either one of them. As his device signaled the start, Gaketork brought the assembly to order, forcing Rebtar and Dakargk to drop their conversations with supporters and take their seats.

“Executors Rebtar and Dakargk, you have the first agenda item,” Gaketork’s admin announced.

As the pair had just taken their seats, they needed time to speak to their admins to organize their presentation. This required the other executors to wait. Some of them squawked in irritation at the delay, and others chose to laugh at the pair.

Finally, Rebtar turned left and right, as he said, “We appreciate the assembly’s patience. This is a complex issue and requires time to present. However, in the end, we’ll bring to light the presiding executor’s complicity in the conclave’s affairs.”

Gaketork knew what was coming. Still, the noise was deafening and upsetting. Most executors were yelling at Rebtar, and some executors were cheering the accusation.

When Gaketork had heard enough, he signaled Dojjdret, who called for quiet. Unfortunately, it took a few times for his poor senior admin to be heard.

“We ask for your indulgence, while we prove what we’ve found,” Dakargk shouted above the noise.

The offer of proof managed to quiet the majority of executors more than Dojjdret’s requests. Many glanced around to see who was enjoying the moment. It was anticipated that Rebtar and Dakargk were part and parcel of this possible subterfuge. However, many orbs landed on Ferstost, who seemed to be enjoying the turmoil.

Belatedly, Ferstost schooled his expression. However, it didn’t staunch the hatred in the orbs that glared at him.

When Rebtar regained the floor, he announced in an authoritative voice, “You know of our suspicions that critical information has been leaked to the conclave. There is no other way to account for the conclave’s accuracy in locating our patrol fleets.”

“That’s an assumption on your part, Rebtar,” an executor shouted. “We’ve no way of knowing what the conclave is capable of doing.”

“I’ll give you that,” Rebtar replied. “However, we started with that assumption, and we were surprised where it led us. Have you considered the ramifications of the conclave’s recent arrival?”

“Dakargk, Grageth, and you meddled with our governor to make copies, and you caused him to become sentient,” another executor called out.

“I’m not an authority on digital sentients, but that’s not the focus of my question,” Rebtar replied. “We’ll admit that somehow the Imperium governor became sentient, and he chose the name Fordark. When we started investigating the origins of the leak, the conclave appeared within ten cycles to remove Fordark. Considering how long it would have taken a message to get to the conclave and for those individuals to arrive, do any of you wish to ignore that coincidence?”

Rebtar saw that he had the assembly’s attention. “We believe that Fordark feared he might be discovered, and he called the conclave protectors to rescue him,” he continued.

“How?” an executor inquired.

“That’s easy to answer,” Rebtar replied. “Our presiding executor sent his transport with multiple individuals to speak to the conclave admiral. The admiral’s communication device was placed aboard the ship. After the transport arrived here, it never moved. That’s how Fordark called the conclave.”

“That transport was destroyed by the fighter that visited the planet,” an executor pointed out.

“And why was it destroyed?” Rebtar queried. “It wasn’t a danger to the fighter.”

“Executor Gaketork released the fleets to take on the tri-hulls,” an executor volunteered. “It was petty revenge on the protectors’ part.”

Another executor quickly added, “This point is moot. The Imperium transport is nothing but space dust. There’s no evidence to collect from it.”

“What direct evidence do you have that indicates Executor Gaketork and Fordark conspired with the conclave?” an executor inquired.

“And have you found this mysterious communications station that can reach the conclave?” another executor shouted.

“With Fordark’s removal, the conclave or he was able to eliminate any records of suspicious conversations,” Rebtar admitted. “That would be easy for digital sentients to do.” His statements elicited derisive squawks.

“And the comm station?” the executor repeated.

“We believe it was aboard the transport that was destroyed,” Rebtar repeated. He was stunned by the assembly’s reaction. The coincidences were damning. Yet, the executors refused to consider them.

“Presiding Executor Gaketork,” an executor called out, standing. When he was recognized, he said loud and clear, “I request you sanction Executors Rebtar and Dakargk for their unfounded accusations against you. This assembly can’t tolerate such egregious slander.”

There were many shouts approving the proposal.

After Dojjdret restored order, Gaketork said, “These are trying times. I can’t fault the executors for trying to follow up on their suspicions. However, this is information that they could have respectfully presented to me, as the presiding executor.”

The executors studied Rebtar, Dakargk, and Ferstost. They expected apologies. Instead, the three executors, who were subjects of the assembly’s ire, rose and exited the dais, with their senior admins close behind them. They did so with rude shouts ringing in their tympanums.

Without missing a beat, Gaketork’s admin moved on to the next agenda item.

At midday meal, Gaketork returned to his office. His first intention was to call Fordark, but the name of the governor’s persona caught in his throat. A feeling of abject loneliness descended on him. He shook his head at the moment’s ridiculousness that he desired to share with a digital sentient. Then it struck him why the conflicted emotion. In the assembly he faced serious accusations. It was only by the manipulations of the conclave digital sentients that he was spared, and the individual who had protected him was Fordark ... one of the digital sentients.

Gaketork ate sparingly and returned early to resume the assembly.

After the assembly adjourned, Gaketork and Dojjdret joined the world managers, who had been sequestered at his residence.

Following the evening meal, Gaketork met with the managers in his study. Dojjdret had organized the managers’ reports for them. As Gaketork watched the information unfold, he was acutely aware that Fordark could have done a much better job.

Halfway through the presentation, Gaketork requested that the display be halted. “These are wonderfully detailed reports,” he complimented. “However, it would take the admins several cycles to analyze and summarize them for their executors. That’s not what I want you to present.”

“But these reports detail the trouble that every Krackus world is suffering,” a manager objected.

“And you want the assembly to take notice of them, don’t you?” Gaketork asked.

“Assuredly,” the manager replied.

Gaketork thought for a moment. Then he said, “If you were asleep with your family, and you woke up because you smelled smoke, what would you do? Would you explain about the dangers of smoke inhalation? Would you discuss the nature of fire?”

“You’re saying that we must catch the assembly’s attention, and these reports don’t do that,” an astute manager responded.

“Then why did we hurry to update them?” another manager complained.

“The reports are the proof, which means they’re desperately needed,” Gaketork explained.

“But, referring to your metaphor, first we must get the family safely out of the residence,” the astute one finished.

“That’s exactly it,” Gaketork replied. “It’s obvious that I must call you as witnesses.” He saw orbs widen, and, recalling his own morning with the assembly, he couldn’t blame them for their concerns. “This won’t be a protracted examination,” he hurried to add. “I need each of you to pick two or three critical items and explain to the assembly how the absences or shortages of those things are affecting the population.”

“Anything in particular that you think we should highlight?” a manager asked.

“The lack of some items might affect industries or the well-being of families,” Gaketork replied. “You choose. With eight of you there, I’m sure the executors will get the point.”

“And what is the point?” the astute one inquired.

“What do you think I’m trying to accomplish?” Gaketork asked.

“This isn’t about repairing our supply chains, is it?” the clever one queried.

“No, it isn’t,” Gaketork responded.

“Because we’re going to experience worse shortages,” the manager continued. When Gaketork nodded affirmatively, he added, “The conclave is shutting down our supply bases and shipping. This only ends when we come to a compromise with the conclave.”

“Well said,” Gaketork acknowledged. He eyed the seven other managers. A few of them were shocked by the admission, but four were silently studying their devices. This last group had seen the future too, and it was grim.

“Now you know what I need from you,” Gaketork said. “Get some rest. My staff will wake you for morning meal.”

The executors began their second assembly cycle. As the exciting portion of their meetings had passed, namely the unfounded accusations against Gaketork, they expected the mundane to follow. Eyeing the agenda, which announced that Gaketork would be summarizing the state of Krackus worlds, they were in no hurry to assume their seats.

However, when staff members assembled two tables with four chairs each on the hall’s floor, the executors’ curiosity was piqued.

Immediately, executors assumed their seats, which cleared the way for Gaketork to cross behind the dais.

“As I’ve the first item on the agenda,” Gaketork said, taking his seat, “I’ll open the assembly and direct our staff to bring in my presenters.”

The executors watched as eight Krackus were led into the hall and seated at the table. The eight weren’t recognized by the executors, who then whispered to their admins for information. Unfortunately, the admins were left to query the governor’s databases to identify the eight presenters visually.

“There’s a reason you don’t know these presenters,” Gaketork began. “They’re members of our hardworking facilitators who manage our Krackus worlds. Typically, the presiding executor has provided us with robust accounts of our empire’s economic health. I prefer that you hear the truth.”

Gaketork indicated the eight with a wave of his arm.

On cue, Gaketork’s admin, Dojjdret, announced the first individual, reading his name, title, and world. That manager rose, tipped his head to the assembly, and reclaimed his seat. Then Dojjdret moved down the line with each successive introduction.

“Each of these managers has provided me with updated reports as to the conditions on their worlds,” Gaketork continued. “At the end of their presentations, you’ll be provided with a link to read their full reports and the submissions of other managers.”

“Executor Gaketork, you could have provided this information in advance to allow us time to read it and prepare questions,” Rebtar bluntly stated.

“When these managers finish their presentations and are excused, I’ll respond to your statement, Executor Rebtar,” Gaketork replied.

The executors noted Gaketork’s cold tone, and they suspected there was more to the presiding executor’s presentation than they’d suspected. For a few, it was the promise of an entertaining session. However, most executors experienced trepidation at what would be revealed.

“Managers, one at a time, if you please,” Gaketork said, waving his hand toward them.

The first manager to be introduced stood and said, “I was asked by my colleagues to give an introduction to our presentations. I beg your pardon if what I say is already known to you, but it’s critical you understand this before we speak.”

The manager’s voice had become unsteady, and he paused to sip on a straw from the water provided each of them. Then he continued, “Each world we represent is different. We’ve different resources, and, therefore, we’ve different needs. As the conclave shuts down territories and shipping from various locations, our worlds suffer in different ways. While you might think in percentages of the empire’s territorial loss, it’s not the same for our worlds.”

Then the manager paused to take another sip. Afterward, he said, “Please keep my words in mind as I relate two shortages affecting my world. By and large, my world is fairly well-balanced. We grow most of the food we require. However, our citizens’ incomes depend on the sale of electronic products to other Krackus worlds. We’re the number one supplier of comm devices, having a fifty-eight percent of the market share.”

“Is there a reason for the presentation of these details?” Dakargk complained. “If we choose, we can read the reports later.”

The manager hesitated and chose to quickly take his seat.

Gaketork took slow breaths to calm down.

“Patience,” Dojjdret whispered to Gaketork.

Staring pointedly at Dakargk, Gaketork said evenly, “This assembly will allow the managers to make their presentations without interruption. Questions about their worlds’ circumstances will be allowed. Any more idle remarks to the assembly will be sanctioned by me for not heeding my instructions.”

By and large, the executors and their admins were floored. The presiding executor had the power that Gaketork had just threatened but it hadn’t been used in decades.

Gaketork indicated to the manager, who’d been speaking, that he should rise. Then he said to him, “Please wait for Executor Dakargk’s apology before you continue.”

Dakargk glowered at Gaketork. Then he stood and marched out.

“Let the record show that Executor Dakargk refused to follow my instructions to apologize. Instead, he left the assembly,” Gaketork said formally. “The executor is now barred from attending the assembly until he meets with the disciplinary committee.”

Across the dais, admins confirmed to the executors that Gaketork had exercised an old and powerful right of the presiding executor. In turn, executors straightened in their chairs, leaning respectfully on the dais with their forearms. They weren’t sure what was happening, but they didn’t want to be collateral damage.

“My apologies to the managers for having to sit through that exchange,” Gaketork said. “Your presentations are critical for this body to hear, even though some behind this dais don’t understand that. Please continue.”

After a third sip of water, the manager cleared his throat and said, “I recognize that the discussion about devices shipped from my world seems inconsequential, but it’s pertinent to the problems we suffer. Our world has exhausted its supply of critical refined ores necessary to construct comm devices. Within a quarter, half of all Krackus demand for new devices won’t be met.”

Despite Gaketork’s admonitions that should have cautioned the executors, they suddenly were shouting questions at the manager.

Gaketork allowed it, and he nodded encouragingly at the manager who had proved so astute the previous evening.

Admins whispered to their executors, reminding them of Gaketork’s cautions. Suddenly, they went quiet, and one executor requested to be recognized. That set the decorum that would be followed for the remainder of the session.

“Manager, please explain why the necessary refined ores can’t be obtained from other locations,” the executor asked.

“In expectation of that question,” the manager replied, “I researched the history of our device manufacturing. Centuries ago, we excavated many quality ores from our world and nearby planets, but, as the empire expanded, we depleted them. Then we received new supplies from territories recently held by Executors Grageth, Rebtar, and Ferstost. This assembly is well aware of the circumstances within those areas of space.”

Another executor was recognized, and he asked, “You said your world has about half the market. Can the other worlds that manufacture devices share their ore shipments with your companies?”

“Two other worlds represent nearly thirty percent of the markets,” the manager replied. “These also acquired their ores from the same territories.”

“What about new sources?” an executor inquired, after receiving Gaketork’s permission.

“That’s certainly an option, Executor,” the manager replied. “Who would undertake the exploration, and where would you suggest they go? Personally, I wouldn’t want to be a mining vessel that seeks new opportunities with conclave fleets operating throughout our empire.”

Gaketork’s orbs gleamed. This was why he’d encouraged this manager to speak first. Not only would the first presenter meet executors such as Dakargk but also this individual had the talent to put issues in perspective. An executor had volunteered an idea without thinking it through.

“What is the projection for comm devices?” an executor asked, with Gaketork’s approval.

“First, this assembly should initiate conservation measures,” the manager replied, which elicited subdued squawks. “Fledglings shouldn’t receive a device until they’re older. Adults holding devices should maintain them, choosing repairs over getting a new model.”

“For how long?” an executor queried.

Orbs across the dais and from the floor stared at the executor. Even the executor’s admin was embarrassed.

“What?” the executor squawked indignantly.

Gaketork cleared his throat. Then he regarded the errant executor and said, “Ore shipments will resume when we reach conciliation with the conclave. Afterward, we must enter into agreements with those far-flung races to purchase their ores. We should be prepared to pay significant prices. That’s if they even deign to sell to us.”

A stunned silence occupied the hall, and the manager stood, waiting for approval to continue.

The executors and their admins regarded the managers. The first individual had spoken of only one product. It was a crucial item, but it was just one. There were eight managers ready to speak, and they represented only a minority of Krackus worlds.

Gaketork asked his own question. He inquired, “Do these lack of ore shipments affect other products?”

The manager tipped his head. It was planned. Then he examined his device and read the long list of products with his world’s market segments. The list had included many parts that were necessary for electronic systems in ship construction.

The executors grew agitated. Although, they were careful not to vent openly. Instead, they urgently whispered to their admins, who often shook their heads in the negative.

“There seems to be burning questions,” Gaketork said, turning his head left and right to regard the row of executors.

“Your pardon, Executor Gaketork, but my admin has no information about the dwindling of these critical supplies to our outer worlds,” an executor replied.

“Managers, to whom and how often do you send your reports?” Gaketork queried.

In turn, each manager replied that the quarterly reports were sent to the presiding executor’s office.

Hostile orbs turned to stare at Rebtar.

“These deficiencies have been a recent development,” Rebtar responded glibly. “I would have brought the news to the assembly’s attention, but the responsibility fell to Presiding Executor Gaketork.”

When the orbs turned to Gaketork, he replied, “It’s an interesting aspect of this position that the outgoing presiding executor doesn’t brief the new one. Furthermore, unless I had bothered to request the previous reports, I wouldn’t have known of the problems.”

Then orbs swiveled to return staring at Rebtar, who responded, “The responsibilities of the position require prioritization. Protecting our territories from the conclave was my primary and overwhelming duty.”

Rebtar was greeted by derisive squawks and shouts of condemnation. At which point, he gathered his device and exited the dais.

The managers glanced at one another. They’d never attended an assembly, much less been the presenters at one. Somehow, they couldn’t believe this was the way executors conducted the empire’s business.

With permission, an executor inquired, “Executor Gaketork, while I wait to hear these presentations, I would like to hear your synopsis.”

“In my opinion, Krackus world economies are on the brink of collapse,” Gaketork replied. “During the next two quarters, we’ll introduce measures to stretch critical supplies. Before the end of an annual, we’ll experience social unrest from massive shortages.”

Gaketork didn’t let the executors dwell on the crushing news. Instead, he signaled the standing manager to continue.

For the rest of the morning, the executors listened to the managers cite shortage after shortage. The problems ran the gamut from foods to supply parts to finished products. In each case, the truncation of continuous supplies was stretching the resources of the outer Krackus worlds.

When the presentations finished, Gaketork complimented the managers on their hard work to update the reports and make the journey to Imperium. His enthusiastic support for the managers’ efforts had the executors standing to tip their heads to the eight.

After the managers had left, an executor inquired, “Gaketork, how is it that we haven’t noticed these shortages here?”

“This is another odd thing that I uncovered,” Gaketork replied. “It’s standard procedure for the outer worlds to fully supply Imperium with any order issued by our administrators or by our companies, giving us priority over other worlds. In due course, we would have received from Imperium companies that they were receiving partial orders, which would have come to our attention.”

After midday meal, the executors quickly reconvened, as most had lost their appetites.

Gaketork halted the agenda to allow the discussion to focus on the managers’ reports.

“In reviewing one of the manager’s reports, I saw that market costs of the shortages were noted,” an executor said. “These sums aren’t paltry by any stretch of the imagination.”

“I would imagine that this is evidence of the conclave’s plan,” Gaketork replied. “We were warned by many of our Krackus who frequently encountered them that the conclave members expressed great experience dealing with conquering races, such as ours. Obviously, the conclave leaders know how to hurt a society’s economy, while minimizing death and destruction in engagements.”

“The admins summarized the funds needed to purchase these supplies from just these eight world managers,” the executor continued. “How is the empire to afford these costs?”

“You act as if new credits can’t be found,” Gaketork responded. “Imperium is awash in credits. Every executor is an extremely wealthy individual. The outer planets have a surplus of credits, and our citizens lead comfortable lives because the empire underwrites their cost of living.”

“You’re talking about social and political restructuring,” an executor exclaimed. “Why should there be a redistribution of wealth?”

“We’ve been hearing directly from conclave leaders that this has been their aim,” Gaketork replied. “How is it that you never considered this might come about?”

“But we’re a galactic empire,” the executor squawked.

“An empire with huge flaws that the conclave is exploiting,” Gaketork said. “I believe this is an appropriate time to disband the session. We’ll reconvene tomorrow, and the agenda will be pushed to continue this discussion.”
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5: Executors Collide

As Gaketork and Dojjdret walked to their offices, the admin inquired, “What’s to be done with Dakargk, and should Rebtar receive the same treatment?”

“I’ve been thinking on them,” Gaketork responded. “I must continue with Dakargk in the manner in which I handled him, but I’m uncertain what that would mean.”

“Putting aside your feelings, what’s most important for Imperium?” Dojjdret asked.

Gaketork nodded slowly, appreciating the advice. “Send messages to Rebtar and Dakargk,” he replied. “They’re to review the sessions’ presentations and report to me tomorrow morning before the assembly convenes.”

“For what purpose?” Dojjdret queried.

Gaketork gurgled. “I’ll quiz them on the information presented. Satisfactory answers will allow them to attend the cycle’s session,” he replied.

“The instructor schools the unruly students,” Dojjdret commented, adding his gurgles.

That evening, Gaketork poured through the seventeen managers’ reports that he’d received. He’d hoped to find less dire news in the reports of the nine managers who hadn’t attended the cycle’s session. Unfortunately, like the eight who did speak, the nine listed many products that were short of resources. Frequently, the subject of food shortages appeared. This would be something Krackus citizens had never known, and he feared they would be flash points for uprisings.

Too soon, Gaketork was interrupted by his house senior admin who indicated the time. Reluctantly, Gaketork closed his monitor and device. Wearily, he curled into his comfortable nest and was fast asleep. Although, he had dark dreams of citizen revolts. At one point, he found himself running from a mob.

The house senior admin had difficulty waking Gaketork. Looking at the state of the nest’s covers, he could understand why. The executor didn’t have a restful sleep. Therefore, he did everything within his power to ease the executor into the morning’s preparatory steps.

Later, Gaketork sat in the rear of his personal transport. He knew that the lack of sleep, the haunting dreams, and the dire reports had put him in a black mood. The thought of meeting with Rebtar and Dakargk, two executors responsible for much of Imperium’s present dilemma, darkened his mood even further.

Arriving at his office, Gaketork was relieved to see that Rebtar and Dakargk hadn’t arrived yet. Stopping at Dojjdret’s office, he queried, “You did get responses from our wayward students, didn’t you?”

“No, I didn’t,” Dojjdret replied, his crest barely off his neck. “Should I send the message again?”

“When have we ever doubted that our messages weren’t received?” Gaketork inquired rhetorically.

“Then Rebtar and Dakargk are refusing to cooperate with your summons,” Dojjdret surmised.

“They are,” Gaketork replied.

Dojjdret was surprised that Gaketork didn’t appear to be perturbed by the errant executors’ behavior.

Gaketork worked on a series of questions to ask the assembly for the morning session. Then his device reminded him of the time, and he and his admin made their way to the hall.

Most of the executors were already present, including Rebtar and Dakargk. When Gaketork entered, the entire contingent of executors and admins went quiet.

“Governor,” Gaketork called out, as he walked to his seat.

<Presiding Executor Gaketork and the assembly recognized,> the governor replied.

“Governor, messages were sent to Executors Rebtar and Dakargk by my office last afternoon. Confirm their devices received the messages.”

<Confirmed,> the governor replied.

“Governor, read one of the messages,” Gaketork requested.

The assembly heard Gaketork’s requirements to listen to the sessions’ presentations and report to him early in the morning for review of that information.

All orbs focused on the two executors, as Gaketork said, “Executors Rebtar and Dakargk, I’m waiting to hear what calamities befell you that you refused my summons.”

“Overslept,” Rebtar replied laconically.

“Same for me,” Dakargk added.

“As the stress of your workloads is so great, you now have the opportunity to return to your residences and get some additional sleep,” Gaketork said congenially.

“That’s not necessary,” Rebtar replied.

“You mistake me, Executor Rebtar, that was a gentle way of telling you that until you follow my instructions you’re not allowed in the assembly,” Gaketork said, his tone hardening. “That goes for you too, Executor Dakargk.”

In response, Rebtar and Dakargk remained in their seats. It was a foolish move, but they thought that Gaketork would have no other option but to accept their presence.

On the way to the hall, Gaketork and his admin had discussed possible actions Rebtar and Dakargk might take and what would be the appropriate responses. This circumstance was anticipated.

As the exchange with Gaketork had progressed, Dojjdret had summoned assembly security. Traditionally, hall duty for security was considered a dead assignment. Typically, the agents might be called on if a presenter or defendant acted out.

The two security agents on duty examined their devices in disbelief. Hurriedly, they donned their helmets, drew their batons, and ran to the assembly hall. Dojjdret had directed them to attend Presiding Executor Gaketork, and the agents feared he’d been attacked.

When the agents stepped onto the end of the dais, admins left their seats and flattened against the rear wall. This included Rebtar’s and Dakargk’s admins.

As the agents approached Gaketork, he said, “Executors Rebtar and Dakargk have violated my lawful instructions multiple times. Escort them from this hall and out of the building. Furthermore, they’re not to set foot in this building again without my express permission. If they resist, use your batons.”

The junior agent blinked twice. He was stunned by the directives.

As unbelievable as the presiding executor’s orders were, the senior agent knew his duty. He approached Dakargk, who regarded him with disdain. In response, he activated his stun baton and triggered it.

That action changed Dakargk’s demeanor. “You wouldn’t dare,” he challenged.

“I wouldn’t dare what?” the senior agent replied. “I wouldn’t dare follow the presiding executor’s orders?”

Dakargk couldn’t believe that Gaketork had called his bluff. Worse, he saw Rebtar rising and tilting his head toward the exit.

With a low squawk, Dakargk gave up his seat.

Both executors were incensed that the agents took them directly to the building’s exit and watched them step out onto the plaza. They hadn’t been allowed to even visit their offices.

In the assembly hall, the admins still stood against the wall.

Gaketork swung his head left and right. “I’d like to begin the session,” he requested gently.

The admins assumed their seats with alacrity.

After Gaketork opened the session, he said, “Previously, we heard reports from eight world managers about mounting shortages. You’ve another nine similar reports in the link provided you. I hope you and your admins had a chance to review them.”

Heads nodded demonstrably to ensure that Gaketork saw them.

“There’s no doubt that the empire is in trouble,” Gaketork continued. “According to the projections I reviewed, we’re facing a slowly unfolding disaster unless something is done. Suggestions?”

An executor signaled to be heard and received it. “Eleven of us met in the evening,” he said. “We found your comments about social and political restructuring to be disturbing. However, we couldn’t find fault with your reasoning. It appears to us that this will take some work to prepare. In the meantime, we’ve a short period of time to prevent the collapse of our populations’ economies. In that time frame, there appears only one option open to us.”

Gaketork waited, while the executor struggled to voice the eleven executors’ conclusion.

Finally, another executor said, “We decided that we have to meet with the conclave and find a means of halting the empire’s collapse.”

Gaketork scanned both sides of the dais. “Does anyone believe that they’ve a different solution?”

Not a single individual objected, which Gaketork believed wasn’t accurate. More than likely, executors were reserving the right to object at another time that they didn’t favor the proposal.

An executor was able to speak, and he said, “We certainly can’t restore our shortages in half an annual. However, it occurred to many of us that part of our negotiations with the conclave would be to insist that they stabilize our economies.”

“I would consider that a necessary request,” Gaketork replied. “As this is a fundamental shift in Imperium policy, I require the assembly to vote on a proposal. Furthermore, I’ll require unanimous approval.”

“Why unanimous?” an executor inquired without waiting for permission.

“Earlier, I asked if there were any objections,” Gaketork replied. “There were none. So, why would you be concerned about voting for the proposal now, or do you have a reason for voting it down?”

“Test vote,” three executors called out.

The request required the assembly work on the proposal. It was easier said than done. There was no precedent that they could rely on.

Gaketork noted the number of times that objections were raised about how to handle the reformation. Obviously, many executors were interested in preserving part of the status quo. He wondered how those individuals thought the conclave would allow the executors’ territorial relationships to stand.

Midday meal arrived without a workable solution. Nonetheless, Gaketork adjourned the session.

In his office, Gaketork spoke with Dojjdret. “I expect you’re speaking to the other admins,” he said. “What are they saying?”

“By my count, the rough proposal we’ve crafted will fail unanimous approval by twelve votes,” Dojjdret replied.

“Dreamers,” Gaketork remarked testily. “What about the admins. Where do they stand?”

“Most are in favor of something being crafted and approved, but a few are worried about losing their positions,” Dojjdret replied.

“Deniers,” Gaketork commented. Then he eyed his admin.

“You needn’t ask,” Dojjdret said. “You’d have to be incompetent not to see what the conclave’s arrival has meant for the empire. Everything we’ve done to resist the conclave has proven woefully inadequate. No matter how much we pretend that the world managers’ reports aren’t significant, they point the way to a dark future for us.”

Gaketork smoothed his crest, drawing his hands down his neck.

Dojjdret had seen the mannerism before. It was sign of Gaketork’s deep frustration. “How long were Fordark and you in consultation?” he asked.

Part of Gaketork’s mind warned him not to provide an answer to that question. However, he chose to respond, “When you’re speaking to a digital sentient, a great deal of information can be exchanged in a short time.”

“I would have liked to have experienced that,” Dojjdret mused.

Gaketork gurgled. “Wait about three or four quarters, you’ll have plenty of opportunity. There’ll be SADEs all around the planet.”

“Maybe that’s what it’ll take to get those other twelve votes,” Dojjdret remarked. Switching subjects, he said, “Our trays have arrived. We’ll need food to make it through the afternoon session.”

The next session made little progress. It came to a head when an executor demanded to know why Gaketork didn’t assign a committee to study the problem and make recommendations.

Gaketork countered, “You don’t need a committee to waste the assembly’s time debating issues only to make recommendations that fail to garner universal support from the executors.”

To which, another executor inquired, “Why are you insisting on a unanimous vote?”

“There’s a group of you who’ll shut down a practical solution because we don’t preserve your dream of an executor lording over a swath of territory,” Gaketork replied. “What are you going to do when we propose something you dislike, and we approve it by a majority vote?”

“What do you mean?” the executor asked, attempting to deflect the question.

“If we manage to have every executor ratify a proposed solution, you’ll be bound to it,” Gaketork explained. “Any leak of the information will result in me placing the culprit in detainment. That’s why.”

“Your inference is insulting,” the executor objected.

“Then you’ve never leaked assembly business to our media outlet?” Gaketork queried. While the executor attempted to formulate a response, Gaketork said clearly, “Governor.”

“That’s not necessary,” the executor quickly intervened.

Gaketork dismissed the governor and evenly regarded the executor. “You make my point for me,” he said. “We’ll either correct the course of this empire together, or we’ll go down together as the Krackus who allowed it to crumble.”

With that statement Gaketork dismissed the assembly. As he walked to his office, he reviewed the individuals who desperately wanted to maintain their executorships. Most of them were strong supporters of either Rebtar or Dakargk. That told him that he had to deal with those two executors and see if he couldn’t convince them to join him.

“Send a message to Executors Rebtar and Dakargk to attend me prior to tomorrow’s session,” Gaketork said to his senior admin. “They may come of their own volition, or security will escort them. It’s their choice.”

Gaketork spent the evening devising scenarios that might convince the full assembly to see the peril awaiting them without taking bold action. Unfortunately, he knew the individual executors well. The holdouts were those Krackus who would do anything to maintain their power and income as territorial executors.

The next morning, Gaketork was in his office when Dojjdret signaled his device.

“Yes,” Gaketork returned.

“Executors Rebtar and Dakargk are here,” Dojjdret replied. “They came without security escorts.”

“Show them in, please,” Gaketork replied. When his reluctant guests were seated, he said, “There’s no audience to play to for us. So, let’s be honest and direct with one another. I’m hoping you reviewed the managers’ reports, at least the ones presented by those presented to the assembly.”

“Aren’t we supposed to be tested on them as a condition of returning to the assembly?” Dakargk responded sourly.

“What did you think as you read those reports?” Gaketork asked.

Dakargk was taken aback by the change in direction. He’d requested his admins summarize them to give him the salient points. However, he’d received in-depth files. The managers’ reports were already that concise.

Seeking some support, Dakargk glanced at Rebtar.

“Don’t look at Rebtar,” Gaketork advised. “He already knew about these problems. He’s been receiving the bad news every quarter since the conclave took action against our territories.”

Rebtar’s beak ground, making a soft squeaking sound, but he didn’t dare interrupt Gaketork. He’d always considered the new presiding executor a moderate with a disposition to match. However, in these desperate times, he was proving to be a determined Krackus, willing to wield whatever power was required to force the assembly to participate as a unified body.

“I’m surprised that Imperium wasn’t aware of the shortages,” Dakargk allowed.

“And?” Gaketork prompted.

“And that they didn’t come to the attention of the assembly,” Dakargk replied, glancing askance at Rebtar.

“What do you propose we do about it?” Gaketork pressed.

“You’re the assembly’s leader,” Dakargk replied, sidestepping the question.

“And, as presiding executor, I’m asking you a question,” Gaketork replied.

Dakargk shifted in his seat. Rebtar and he had discussed the change in Gaketork’s attitude, and they recognized that he was utilizing his position’s power to eliminate the executors’ dubious machinations.

“Many of the shortages listed in the managers’ presentations were strategic, either for equipment manufacture or food supplies,” Dakargk replied. “As such, they’re irreplaceable. Perhaps, the empire should investigate other areas of space that might replace these items.”

“And that’s your considered opinion, is it?” Gaketork inquired. “What about the timelines the managers identified when existing stocks would be completely depleted? How does that fit with your idea of distant exploration?”

“You’re asking too much of us,” Dakargk declared.

“So, you’re adamant about keeping your executorship, regardless of what happens to the empire?” Gaketork responded.

“You predict a future that might not come about,” Dakargk replied defensively.

“Enlighten me,” Gaketork requested. “What alternative future might solve all our problems? Does the conclave, who has centuries of practice handling societies such as ours, up and sail away?”

“This is accomplishing nothing,” Dakargk replied sullenly. “Do one of the following. Reinstate my participation in the assembly, test me on the reports, or allow me to return to my residence.”

“Wait in my anteroom,” Gaketork said with a dismissive wave of his hand.

After the door closed behind Dakargk, Gaketork quietly regarded Rebtar.

“I won’t be participating in your interrogation,” Rebtar returned.

“You consider a spirited exchange to be interrogation?” Gaketork queried.

Rebtar sat mutely returning Gaketork’s stare.

“We started with thirty-five territories,” Gaketork said. “Four have been completely removed from our access. We’ve lost a tenth of the empire’s control of suborned races, and this happened in little more than an annual. At what rate can we handle the loss of more territories, with critical items already in short supply?”

“It remains to be seen,” Rebtar remarked.

“Have you read the reports from Sathus?” Gaketork inquired.

“No,” Rebtar replied, shrugging his shoulders to indicate his indifference.

“By the latest count, more than six hundred Radags have been picked up by a Commander Jargreth. We’ve no commander by that name,” Gaketork said.

“Obviously, it’s the pretense of one of the Krackus sentients or the conclave,” Rebtar offered.

“Obviously,” Gaketork returned. “It’s the number of Radags that’s important. According to details in the Sathus reports, the Radags speak of numerous losses on outer worlds. Apparently, there’s an epidemic of revolts.”

“Dakargk built an unsustainable mercenary process,” Rebtar said. “When the Radags couldn’t rotate home to compete for honors, they became uncontrollable. Then they took out their frustration on the citizens, and the local populaces have revolted.”

“Do you hear yourself?” Gaketork challenged. “You sound as if you’re discussing a commodity and an error in shipping.”

“You always had difficulties accepting the role of executor,” Rebtar returned. “That’s why you were given the poorest territory in the empire. That you’ve been elected presiding executor is a mystery to me.”

Gaketork shook his head. Neither executor had seen reason. To his lament, his hopes that they might have seen reason had been dashed.

Rising, Gaketork said, “Come with me.” In the anteroom, he addressed the executors, “You may attend the assembly’s session this morning providing you offer apologies to the executors for your behavior on the first cycle.”

Dakargk drew breath to reply, but Rebtar caught his arm.

“That won’t be a problem,” Rebtar said. When Gaketork nodded, Rebtar steered Dakargk out of the room.

“I’m not going to apologize,” Dakargk whispered angrily in the corridor.

“Yes, you will,” Rebtar returned sternly. “We can do more damage to Gaketork if we attend the assembly. That’s got to be our primary motivation.”

Reluctantly, Dakargk agreed, but he continued to fume.

As for Gaketork, at the next session, he wasn’t dissuaded from his commitment of universal acceptance of a proposal that required opening negotiations with the conclave and reversing the empire’s economic nosedive.

For the assembly’s part, the majority was unable to persuade the diehard minority that clinging to morally objectionable positions would only hasten the empire’s economic crash.
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6: First Opportunity

BALGRADE HOME WORLD

EXECUTOR FERSTOST TERRITORY

The Liberation flotilla had cleared much of Ferstost’s territory. Two peacekeeper patrol fleets had been sent home. A collection of Krackus company employees and Radag commands had been evacuated from tribal races who saw no benefit to keeping their overseers, much less their mercenaries.

Despite the patrol fleets having been dealt with, Juno insisted on continuing to search every system to locate any Krackus and Radags. However, the Tridents had found mostly barren systems.

Captain Derry O’Hara exited the Liberation from the dark to observe the next resident’s system. The liner was accompanied by Captain Giselle Armand’s freighter and two peacekeepers collected from the second patrol fleet.

Early passive telemetry collected by the liner indicated a robust system. Mining was apparent throughout an outer and an inner ring. Outposts were evident on many moons, and the settled world was ringed in satellites and had a moderately sized orbital station. In addition, freighters plied the system. There was a mix of Krackus ships and foreign ones.

<There’s going to be a large contingent of Krackus and Radags resident in this system,> Derry commented to his friends, who kept him company on the liner’s bridge.

<We’ll definitely have to wait for most of the Tridents,> Captain Mila Pappas opined. By voicing her opinion without being asked, she was following Kelley’s advice.

<There’s no doubt that these ships and outposts are going to have mixed crews,> Pilot Gaylene Pruitt added.

<I’ve requested our resident,> Juno shared. <Perhaps, she can add some information that will be helpful.>

A few minutes later, a SADE entered the bridge with Actinial, a Balgradian, who’d recently been a resident of the Helgart warrens. She’d never incited direct action against the Krackus invasion. Instead, her philosophy was peaceful noncooperation, but, as the editor of one of the planet’s major media outlets, she spoke often and fervently about the need to resist the invaders.

Mila smiled brightly at Actinial. “I’ve always admired your brilliant iridescent blue skin,” she said. “Do the Balgradians exhibit the same color?”

“Our skin’s radiating appearance is the same, but we display a range of colors,” Actinial replied, looking down at Mila. The Balgradian was a half a meter taller and about the same mass, which showed in her slender stature. A crown of hair flowed from the top of her skull and down her back. It was the same blue color as her skin.

“Actinial, what can you tell us about what we’re seeing?” Juno inquired.

The Balgradian examined the liner’s bridge holo-vid. She used her slender iridescent fingers to manipulate the image, expanding sections and rotating the view.

“It appears much the same as when I was taken,” Actinial pronounced. “The Krackus are merely accelerating the processes that we’d initiated throughout the system. I assume that their gains are leaving the system onboard those large freighters.”

“What are our challenges to take this system?” Mila inquired.

Actinial smiled, and her long fingers stroked Mila’s neck. “I like the way you think, Captain.”

Mila was well aware that the Balgradians weren’t monogamous. They lived in small discreet clusters with the adults caring for the various young. Out of necessity, Mila tolerated Actinial’s intimacies. She tried to accept it as merely the female’s way.

“Much depends on how the citizens acted after the four of us were taken,” Actinial remarked.

“Four?” Kelley queried.

“I had three companions with me when we sailed from Balgrade,” Actinial replied. “We were separated, and I was the only one who arrived at Helgart.”

“If the populace rose up, and the protests became violent, then it’s likely there are many more Radag commands scattered throughout the system,” Juno mused.

“I can imagine the protests becoming more numerous,” Actinial responded. “But I don’t think they would have become aggressive. It’s not our way. We are a patient and loving species. The populace would wait the Krackus out. They must leave some day.”

Actinial surveyed the faces surrounding her. In the quarters aboard the Liberation, she’d learned to read the faces of many races, especially humans. “I imagine that you think my race naïve,” she offered, seeing downcast eyes.

“The Krackus have been usurping races for centuries,” Kelley explained. “Were the Balgradians prepared to wait that long?”

Actinial laughed. It was unusual in that it sounded like varying musical tones. “We’re a patient race but certainly not for that length of time,” she said, laughing again.

“Is there a way by which we can learn the number of Radag commands and where they’re located?” Gaylene queried.

“I was taken less than two decades ago,” Actinial replied. “If you can connect me to one of our satellites, I can speak to my cluster and old acquaintances. They’ll give me the information you seek.”

Mila regarded her companions and Captain O’Hara. She could see that they understood what she wanted to do.

Kelley manipulated the holo-vid. “Based on the present position of the home world, this would be the ideal location to hide a traveler,” he said, indicating a point in the outer rim that held a sizable collection of large asteroids and jumbles of small debris yet to accrete. “The lag time between the ship and satellite would be irritating but the amount of information requested is small.”

“We need that information, Captain,” Juno said, which made the decision.

“Come, Actinial,” Mila said and led the Balgradian off the bridge.

As the pair disappeared down the corridor, they heard Actinial say, “I shall enjoy the time in your company, Captain.”

Kelley prepared the Liberation’s flight plan, and Derry signaled its execution.

The liner reversed position, accelerated, and entered the dark. Shortly thereafter, it exited the dark arriving at the system about one hundred seventy degrees reverse spinward.

After the liner’s exit from the dark, a crew floated a traveler with Mila, Salus, and Actinial outboard of a bay.

The Liberation executed a whip maneuver and flung the traveler at the system’s outer rim. Then it headed deeper into the dark.

With the traveler moving silently toward the rim, Mila laid out a seat into a bed and lay down.

“Disappointing,” Actinial whispered to Salus.

“Why is that?” Salus queried.

“There’s only room for one,” Actinial replied. Then she sounded her musical notes and indicated a second seat.

Immediately, the SADE turned another seat into a bed, which Actinial promptly occupied.

In turn, Salus returned to the pilot’s cabin and linked to the liner to communicate with other SADEs.

When Actinial woke, she saw Mila’s bed returned to a seat and the captain missing. After standing and stretching, she used the refresher. Then she fixed herself a meal. While she ate, she organized her thoughts about whom to contact. She didn’t worry about what to ask. After all, a military maneuver was about to take place. Therefore, she expected the captain to provide the questions.

After Actinial recycled her food tray, she slipped quietly into the pilot’s cabin. Placing a hand on the back of each neck, human and SADE, she asked, “Where are we in relation to the rim?”

“About a quarter hour of conclave time away,” Salus replied.

“I’ve wanted to ask about the significance of a Balgradian’s hand on the neck,” Mila asked.

“It took you long enough, Captain,” Actinial commented, laughing. “How many times have I touched you?”

“Numerous,” Mila allowed.

“It’s the manner in which we greet friends,” Actinial explained. “There’s no protocol about when we touch, how we touch, or the length of time. It’s merely the way that we communicate fondness for another.”

<As for me,> Salus sent privately to Mila, <I appreciate the sensations.>

<I didn’t say I didn’t like her companionly touch, I just wanted to know what it meant to Actinial,> Mila replied. <I’ve never had anyone greet me like this.>

<What of male Naiads?> Salus inquired. When he didn’t receive a reply, he linked to Gaylene. <Was that question inappropriate?> he inquired.

<It always depends on the receiver of that query,> Gaylene sent. <Some biological females are open about their relationships. Others prefer privacy. In this case and considering Mila’s youth, she might not have much experience.>

<Apologies, Captain, if I spoke on a sensitive subject,> Salus sent contritely.

<There was no harm in your asking, Salus,> Mila replied. <For me, the subject is as awkward as it is complicated.>

About that time, the first significant asteroid hove into view, and Mila concentrated on slipping around it and working inward.

<This is a fairly young system,> Salus commented. <Accretion will be evolving for billions of annuals out here.>

Mila let slip a single sound of agreement, as she slowed the traveler’s velocity to mere meters per second to allow small rocks to bump against the ship’s shell.

It was hours of tiresome advancement to move through the thick field. There was no other choice. If they dropped below or rose above the dense rim, they might be spotted by one of the many ships in the system.

When Mila tired, she handed piloting to Salus. Then she left her seat to visit the refresher and get a meal. Actinial sat across from her while she ate.

“You asked about the reason for my touch,” Actinial said. “Did you find it uncomfortable?”

“It’s an intimacy that I’m not used to receiving,” Mila admitted. “After a while, I simply accepted it as a necessity for you.”

As Mila finished her meal, a thought occurred to her, and she regarded Actinial, who wore a relaxed expression.

“Come to think of it, Actinial, I’m surprised I was able to focus on the rock field for so long a time,” Mila said. “Are you and Balgradians able to convey sensations through your touch?”

“Astute of you, Captain,” Actinial replied. “In that regard, we’re considered healers. Although, our touch doesn’t repair a body, but it does much to relieve stress and calm a mind.”

“That’s surprising,” Mila commented. She rose and recycled her tray. Then she paused. “It’s a shame it doesn’t work on the SADEs,” she said.

“Who says it doesn’t?” Actinial queried.

Mila had to think about that for a moment. “I see,” she said. “A biological’s contact is always appreciated by the SADEs. Perhaps, they sense the energy you provide.”

“It would be rude of me or any Balgradian who knew of the SADEs’ contributions to our freedom not to share the courtesy with them,” Actinial explained.

Mila and Actinial chatted for a few hours. Then she received, <Captain, your presence is required.>

Mila excused herself and made her way to the pilot’s cabin. <Problem?> she inquired.

<The satellites have been co-opted by the Krackus,> Salus explained. <I can easily access a channel for our communications, but the Krackus will detect us.>

Mila examined Balgrade’s orientation to the star to see what part of the planet was in shadow. Then she checked the ship’s grav engine’s power supply.

As Salus observed Mila work, he was able to determine what she intended. This time, he appreciated that their adventure wouldn’t involve peacekeepers. There were none in the system.

Mila slipped below the giant asteroid Salus had hidden beside. She accelerated, pushing the grav engines, and sailed in an extended loop below the ecliptic and then up. Much later, she had the planet’s dark side directly in her path, and she shut down the grav engine, noting that she had only eight percent left in the power cells.

<Who won?> Mila asked, grinning at Salus.

<No one,> Salus replied. <There was no wager that expected you to go below ten percent.>

<Sorry to disappoint everyone,> Mila replied, with a smirk.

<Not to worry, Captain. We’ve simply reset our expectations for your future actions,> Salus replied.

<Mila has deviated from the plan,> the first officer on third rotation reported to Kelley and Juno.

The SADE and the sister linked to the Liberation’s controller.

The comms officer added, <Salus reported that the Krackus had control of the satellites, and he would be detected if he accessed one.>

<So, our intrepid captain decided to make a visit to the planet,> Kelley surmised. He delivered a deep chuckle reminiscent of his patriarch, Mickey Brandon.

<Still no peacekeepers. That’s one good thing,> Juno offered.

<I don’t imagine she’ll be downside too long,> the first officer remarked.

<If the captain thought she might land undetected under cover of night, then she’ll probably stay planetside,> Gaylene shared. She’d set a notice on the controller to be woken if Mila’s or Salus’s names were involved in bridge communications.

<Gaylene’s estimate has a high degree of probability,> Kelley shared. <There’s nothing she can do if she lifts. The Liberation is too far out for her to reach safely.>

<The possibility of speaking to her is moot,> Captain O’Hara interjected, having been woken by his first officer. <The planet is now blocking her signal path. For now, Mila, Salus, and Actinial are on their own.>

Mila dropped through the thick atmosphere. Her telemetry registered fierce winds and numerous lightning strikes.

<Update me, Salus, on how a traveler’s hull accommodates a heavy discharge from a storm,> Mila requested, as she kept her mind focused on her implant connection with her ship’s sensors.

<Wouldn’t that have been an appropriate question before we descended into this gale?> Salus inquired.

<Perhaps, but then I was always considered to be a little slow,> Mila returned, straight-faced.

Salus chuckled. <According to records, travelers have encountered multiple lightning strikes,> Salus explained. <As the shell is meant to gather energy, early conditions had the strikes overwhelming much of the internal circuitry. However, the pilots were able to land safely, which saved everyone aboard. After that, travelers new and existing were installed with cutout circuits from shell energy overload.>

<How is it you know so much detail about traveler malfunctions?> Mila asked, sparing a moment to glance at Salus. She saw the bright smile, and her mind raced to interpret it. <After I bumped that Krackus transport above Resolute’s world, you started studying the means by which a traveler can be damaged or brought down.>

Another glance at Salus revealed an arched eyebrow, which made Mila laugh heartily.

In the main cabin, Actinial heard Mila’s laughter, which calmed her, despite the horrendous noise of the violent winds against the shell. When Mila had quickly left for the pilot’s cabin, she’d known that the original plan had gone awry. It was her decision to remain seated, while the captain and the SADE attempted to find another way to gain the information that was sought. The ship’s pitching told her that the answer seemed to be dropping planetside. While she was excited about setting foot on her home world, she was all too aware about her planet’s frequent harsh storms.

Mila temporarily broke through the heavy overcast. Her ship quickly updated telemetry, indicating the fast-approaching surface. She quickly halted her descent to skim above tall trees.

Salus recalculated his survival probability. As there were several new factors to consider, it only improved by three points. Certainly, Mila’s flight skills did much to keep the odds from dropping precipitously.

Mila flew above the trees in an ever-widening circle, as she recorded the surroundings.

Recognizing what Mila was doing, Salus started linking identifiers for Actinial that might help the Balgradian determine their present location.

When Mila felt she had sufficient information, she settled the traveler beneath a cliff that protected it from the wind. She nodded toward the main cabin, and Salus and she left to speak to Actinial.

“No one appears to be suffering any angst,” Actinial commented. “I take that as a good sign.”

“With the storm that’s outside, we can’t give you a nice high view of your surface to tell us where we should land,” Mila responded.

“Perhaps, you should back up, Captain,” Actinial requested. “It’s obvious that Salus couldn’t use the satellites. Why not?”

“The Krackus have control of them,” Salus replied. “We’d have given ourselves away.”

“So, we’ve landed, but you’ve no idea where,” Actinial surmised.

“Close enough,” Mila replied, grinning.

Salus activated his palm holo-vid. Immediately, he went to one of the wider circles and showed Actinial several terrain identifiers.

Actinial started laughing. “I was a media editor,” she said. “I never was one for the wonderful outdoors. Occasionally, many individuals from my cluster would take these jaunts into deep forests. I went once and vowed to never go again.”

“Then nothing’s familiar,” Mila surmised.

“Apologies, no,” Actinial returned.

Salus reverted to an image that showed their approach from high above the planet. Then he marked the approximate position after gaining the surface. “This is where we broke through the cloud layer.”

“Deep on the southern half?” Actinial queried in surprise.

“Yes,” Mila replied. “This area of the planet was in deep shadow. I hoped it hid our arrival.”

“I’m sure it did,” Actinial replied, laughing gently. “Most Balgradians find the constant rain and storms of the south to be nuisances. That’s why nearly all our cities are above the planet’s belt. In fact, I don’t think any of our satellites orbit below the belt.”

“Fortunate,” Salus remarked tongue in cheek.

“We need you to personally meet your cluster or friends,” Mila said. “How do you propose we make that happen?”

Actinial blinked her bright blue eyes twice, surprised by the turn of events. After a few minutes to think, she said, “As I don’t know where we are, the only thing I can suggest is that we fly to the upper half of Balgrade until you can locate a city of some size. Is that possible?”

“Surely,” Mila promptly replied. “I think we’re probably on planet for the duration.”

“Meaning what?” Actinial inquired.

“With our choice of approach to the planet, the dark of night, and the storm that hid us from surveillance, the best move would be to stay local,” Mila explained. “If we were to lift into the atmosphere, there’s a good possibility of being identified.”

“Actinial, do you recall the Radag commanders’ weapons?” Salus queried. “Did they mount large energy weapons on their vehicles?”

“I remember the Radags used vehicles due to the number and size of our cities,” Actinial replied. “But I can’t recall whether they had heavy weaponry. The warriors did carry energy rifles.”

Salus privately shared, <Something to be careful about, Captain. A traveler’s shell isn’t invulnerable to a heavy energy weapon’s direct hit, especially the rifles mounted on Radag transports.>

<Understood,> Mila replied. <We might need to accompany Actinial on her visits. In that case, it’s good that I stored two Radag rifles aboard this ship.>

It was Salus’s turn to blink at Mila. In his case, it was a deliberate act to convey his surprise. <The weapons taken from the Radags on Resolute’s world,> he surmised.

<The same,> Mila replied proudly.

<Captain, despite being a SADE, sometimes I wonder if my existence will be shorter than your life,> Salus shared.

Mila chuckled, placed a companionly hand on the SADE’s shoulder, and sent, <Don’t worry, Salus. The Radags will have to go through me to get to you.>

<Your pardon, Captain, that doesn’t comfort me,> Salus returned. <You might stand in front of me, but a blast from a Radag rifle will vaporize you and much of me.>

<Guess we better remain alert,> Mila replied cheerfully.

Actinial had watched the facial expressions and body language as the two conclave members conversed with their implants. On the one hand, she was comforted by the SADEs who always took a measured approach to challenges. Yet, mercenaries with violent weapons inhabiting her world seemed to be more than a challenge. On the other hand, the stories about the willful captain appeared to describe a personality more suited to dealing with her planet’s problems. Then again, she considered it was probably best to have both conclave members with her.

Having a rough plan, Mila returned to her pilot’s seat, and Salus stayed with Actinial.

Mila slipped the ship above the cliff, oriented it toward the north, and flew quickly in that direction. To lessen the chance of being spotted by ships in orbit, she stayed close to the surface, using gaps in the forests and deep ravines.

Every ship’s movement was mirrored in Salus’s holo-vid.

“The captain is an aggressive flier,” Actinial remarked, while she stared wide-eyed at the display.

Seeking not to frighten Actinial, Salus replied, “Despite her youth, she’s one of our fleet’s best pilots.”

“Let’s hope so,” Actinial offered.

At the velocity Mila was flying, numerous small establishments were spotted, which she avoided. However, Mila was forced to slow when a city hove into view. Using a break between tall trees, she let the telemetry accrue to allow Salus to provide sharp imagery to Actinial.

“Sorry, Salus, I don’t know this city,” Actinial said, which the SADE relayed.

Immediately, Mila steered around the city and continued north. The forests were thinning, being replaced by farms, and cover grew sparse. Mila was about to consider other methods of hiding her flight, when tall buildings appeared on the horizon.

“Yes,” Actinial exclaimed. “I know this one, and I’ve friends here, or at least I did.”

“Would Radags be here?” Salus asked.

“More than likely,” Actinial replied. “This city is a hub for this planet’s quadrant.”

On hearing Salus’s relay, Mila sought to get close to the city and find a place to hide the ship. A thought occurred to her, and she selected a well-organized farm. Then she landed the ship behind a large storage structure.

Hurrying to the main cabin, Mila said, “Actinial, we need you to ask the farm owners for help.”

“What kind of help?” Actinial inquired.

“Hide or disguise the ship from prying eyes,” Mila replied, pointing skyward.

Actinial flashed her teeth and made for the hatch, which Salus signaled open. Then the Balgradian was out the hatch with Mila close behind her.

Salus shook his head in wonder even as he launched out of his seat to catch the pair.

Adults from the house and the huge storage structure had come running to gaze at the foreign ship. Young males and females observed shyly from a distance.

As Mila and Salus watched, Actinial approached the adults, who quickly surrounded her. Hands were placed on face, neck, and arms. They held those positions for several minutes. When the locals released Actinial, she appeared renewed, and she led the adults to Mila and Salus with her head held high.

“Ask what you will,” Actinial said proudly to Mila and Salus.

Speaking the Balgradian language, Salus said, “We’re pleased to meet you, and we apologize for landing on your property without permission.”

The farm’s adults waved away the SADE’s approach, and they gathered around Mila and Sathus to lay their hands on them.

Actinial spotted Mila’s adverse reaction. The captain’s eyes had widened, and she held her arms rigidly by her side. Sliding around the adults, Actinial threw her arms around Mila from behind, and she whispered, “I have you, Mila.”

The adults intuitively accepted Actinial’s protective action, and they withdrew from Mila.

Salus halted his sharing with Mila. He was about to send that the multiple touches he’d received created a marvelous sensation that he found enervating and would forever save. In contrast, it was obvious that Mila wouldn’t have had the same reaction.

Returning to the moment’s need, Salus continued, “Is there a means of disguising our ship?” He needed to do no more than ask the question.

An older cluster male shouted orders, and the adults ran for the storage structure. Shouts of joy were heard from the young, as they ran after the adults.

Several farm machines trundled out of the structure. One of them carried a stack of loosely woven tarps.

Lines were tied to the tarps and thrown over the traveler. The older children pulled on the lines to drape the tarps across the ship. Then the young ones ran under the tarps and tacked them into the soft ground with stakes.

Next, a mid-sized vehicle backed to a harvester. However, in this case the harvester was run in reverse. From the loaded vehicle, adults used blowers to push the crops toward the harvester’s elevator. Up the cuttings went to be blown over the tarps. After an hour’s work, the traveler had become a mound of harvest cuttings.

The Balgrade adults and young applauded their finished efforts, and they regarded Mila and Salus for approval.

In turn, the pair applauded, and Salus congratulated them for their cleverness.

The cluster invited their guests to a meal.

“The food will be different, but you might appreciate it,” Actinial whispered to Mila.

At the large dining table, Actinial sat Mila beside her at the table’s end.

When Salus explained to the young woman serving him that he didn’t eat, she appeared crestfallen and looked at the older adults in consternation.

“Salus is a digital sentient,” Actinial explained. That subject occupied the entire meal, and the Balgradian cluster found it fascinating.

Afterward, the conversation turned serious. The adults had retired to a large and comfortable room, which looked as if it could hold three or four clusters.

“We would like to know the meaning of our guests’ presence,” the eldest male requested.

Actinial explained where she’d been held, and she broke the news that the others taken with her had disappeared. Then she explained about the conclave freeing her, and the huge liner that was returning Helgart residents.

“Then there are more ships above us?” a young male asked hopefully.

“Many more,” Salus replied. “We’ve come to return Actinial, and we wish to discover information that tells us about the Radag mercenaries. Furthermore, when we advance on the system, we wish to capture the Krackus ships and outposts.”

The adults stiffened, and Actinial quickly said, “There have been engagements, and there have been deaths. However, the conclave tries to minimize those.”

“Why not chase the Krackus ships away?”

Mila, who was linked to Salus, had been following the conversation. She inquired, “If the Krackus departed within a single cycle, what would happen to the Balgradian system?”

Actinial repeated the question for the cluster.

The cluster’s older adults ruminated for a while and then began a spirited discussion. In the end, they informed the conclave pair that they weren’t sure. They were of the opinion that soon after the Krackus had arrived new items had been offered for sale to assist farming efficiency, and it was known that the machinery was Krackus manufactured.

“What if the Radag mercenaries were removed and the Krackus reported to you, while you learned their technology?” Mila inquired.

“How would we control the Krackus?” an older female inquired.

Actinial’s bow briefly furrowed before she schooled her expression. What she’d suffered at the hands of the Krackus had caused her to retreat from her race’s tenets of peaceful noncooperation.

“It’s possible we could help you with the transition, but others would have to make that decision,” Mila replied, which the Balgradians found acceptable.

Then the discussion moved on to how to get Actinial to the city and her contacts. The older cluster adults were surprised that Mila and Salus were adamant about accompanying her. As for Actinial, she was grateful for the protection.
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7: Dastral Disguises

The Balgradian cluster retired for the evening, and Mila took the opportunity to return to the traveler. Meanwhile Salus sought Actinial, who stood outside admiring the stars surrounding her home world.

“Your pardon, Actinial, but I’ve a personal request,” Salus said.

“You needn’t apologize, Salus,” Actinial replied, smiling. “The conclave members, especially the SADEs, have earned my undying gratitude.”

Salus nodded appreciatively. Then he said, “I wish you to speak to Mila.”

“About what?” Actinial queried.

“When surrounded by the farm cluster, the captain displayed what might be considered a xenophobic reaction,” Salus explained. “I’m concerned about the root cause for her response.”

“Do you think she might be a danger to herself?” Actinial queried concernedly.

“Nothing such as that,” Salus replied. “Mila is a tremendous asset to our operations. It’s my duty to protect her, but I can’t do that well if I don’t know the nature of some adverse circumstances that might shut her down.”

“This would be an extremely personal conversation, Salus,” Actinial noted. “Wouldn’t it be better coming from a conclave member she trusts?”

“I’m a digital sentient. This is best handled by a biological, especially if that individual is a female who has also suffered indignities,” Salus explained.

Actinial reluctantly accepted Salus’s explanation. “Do you know where Mila is now?’ she inquired.

“She’s gone to the traveler,” Salus replied. “At this moment, the hatch is open.”

Actinial smiled at the capabilities Salus exhibited. Then she made for the ship. By the time she got there, Mila had descended and closed the hatch.

“What do you have there, Captain?” Actinial queried.

“Radag energy rifles,” Mila replied. When she saw Actinial freeze, she added, “They’re purely for defense. If we run into Radags, they’ll attack and try to kill us. Of course, if they’re successful, that’ll relieve us of having to ask pesky questions.”

In that instant, Actinial saw the duality that Mila presented. She was fearsome to the point of accepting death, if it came for her. Yet, she was a young human, too young to have such a fatalistic view of life. This reminded Actinial of what worried Salus. Something drastic had happened to Mila to shape her views.

“Could I carry one of those for you? They look heavy,” Actinial offered.

Mila unslung a rifle, removed the energy pack, and handed it to Actinial.

“What can this weapon do?” Actinial asked.

“You’ve seen a Radag vehicle, correct?” Mila queried.

“As I stated previously, yes,” Actinial reminded Mila.

“It would vaporize the usual complement of three to five Radags aboard it and rend the transport inoperable,” Mila replied casually.

Actinial held out the weapon, as if it would explode in her hands.

Mila chuckled. “Do you still want to carry it?” she asked.

“You made it inoperable, yes?” Actinial responded worriedly.

“Of course, I accept a Balgradian’s attitude about life,” Mila replied, as she headed for the main house.

“What about your attitudes about life?” Actinial inquired. “You seem comfortable with the thought of killing Radags.”

“I’m not out to hunt them down,” Mila replied sharply. “However, I’m not willing to die at the hands of Radag warriors without a fight. I think of these rifles as insurance.”

“You’re a Naiad. What made you want to join the conclave?” Actinial asked.

Mila stopped and eyed Actinial. “What is it you want to know, Actinial?” she queried. “Or, perhaps, I should ask what is it that Salus wants to know and sent you to inquire?”

“Often, Captain, you exhibit the acumen of a much older individual,” Actinial said, smiling softly. “We saw your reaction to the cluster members surrounding you.”

“I know you did,” Mila replied. “That’s why you put your arms around me from behind. It was a signal to the cluster. At mealtime, you sat me at the end of the table with you, which meant no one was seated beside me.”

“Was I overprotective?” Actinial inquired.

“No,” Mila admitted, briefly hanging her head.

“Yet, I’ve seen you be demonstrative with others,” Actinial pointed out. “And I’ve heard that one of the conclave members you admire is a Crocian. A SADE showed me an image of you with your arms tight around Morgoth’s neck, while your feet dangled high above the deck.”

Mila smiled at the memory. It hurt to say goodbye to Minimalist, Luther, and Morgoth, but they’d encouraged her to expand her horizons. She could imagine Minimalist and Luther trapping the moment in their kernels and sharing the imagery with other SADEs.

“If I embrace a lovely individual like Morgoth, I’m comfortable because I initiated the action,” Mila explained. “I know he looks terrifying to many races, but he’s a wonderfully gentle Crocian.”

“That’s important to you, isn’t it?” Actinial surmised.

“Yes,” Mila admitted.

The pair had reached the house’s long, wide porch, and Actinial indicated a comfortable pair of chairs. Mila hesitated. Then she chose to sit down.

“When the cluster approached you, you didn’t know that you could trust them. Was that it?” Actinial continued.

“Yes,” Mila replied.

Actinial watched Mila fidget. The captain had unslung her rifle to sit. Now she held it in her lap, with her hands in the position to heft it quickly into a shooting position.

“Mila, would you like to talk about what happened to you when you were young and on Naiad?” Actinial asked as gently as she could.

“Not really,” Mila replied definitively. “Besides, I took care of the problem.”

Actinial was stunned by Mila’s transformation. One moment, she appeared to be a young woman struggling with the decision to talk about something painful in her past. In the next instant, the warrior captain appeared, her head snapping up and her eyes clear and intense.

Mila stood and held out her hand for Actinial’s rifle. When she received it, she said, “I appreciate your kindness. But, in this matter, the past needs to stay in the past.” Then Mila headed for the house’s main door.

After the exchange, Actinial gazed around for Salus. As she expected, the SADE had been quietly watching from a distance.

Actinial held up a hand, wishing to go to Salus. When she reached him, she said, “Something happened to Mila on Naiad when she was young. Mila wouldn’t talk about it. However, now it’s all about her choice to initiate contact or allow it from someone she accepts.”

“She accepts you,” Salus pointed out.

“Yes, she does,” Actinial responded. “I’ll stay close to her to prevent other adults from joining with her.”

“Your efforts will be greatly appreciated,” Salus said.

“You’re fond of her,” Actinial surmised.

“The captain’s skills are worthy of appreciation,” Salus replied. “More than that, she is considered a bright light. Therefore, it’s my duty to care for her when I can.”

“Bright light?” Actinial queried.

Then Salus took a few minutes to explain about the manner by which the SADE race grew.

“Despite your longevity, your race is fraught with challenges,” Actinial pointed out. “You’ve my sympathy.”

“Thank you,” Salus replied.

“There were important hints about the issue that Mila shared with me,” Actinial continued. “She said she didn’t want to talk about the trouble. Then she added that she’d taken care of the problem. Before she left me on the porch, she said that what was in the past was best left in the past.”

“And nothing else?” Salus pressed.

“There was one other thing, but it was nothing she said,” Actinial replied. “I thought I was on the verge of getting Mila to talk to me. Then, faster than I could believe, she shifted from this vulnerable young female to the image of the fighter captain.”

“Then, whatever she’s buried, it’ll take more than the likes of you or me to dig it out,” Salus opined. “That’s just as well. We can be assured that the captain will prove to be the asset we need for this operation.”

Actinial thought Salus’s remarks were a little cold. Then she thought about what they were about to do. In that regard, she didn’t want to be captured or killed by Radag warriors. If it took a young Naiad with a troubled past to come to her aid, so be it.

Early in the morning, six senior cluster members rose early.

An elderly woman sought Mila, and she found Salus standing near the cot where the captain slept.

Salus hand signaled the older Balgradian that he would take care of Mila. Then he connected to her implant. <It’s time to move, Captain,> and he watched Mila wake with a little smile. He was reminded of the conversation with Actinial. It was evident to him how well Mila trusted every SADE.

After a robust meal, three cluster members approached Salus, Mila, and Actinial with clothing. Actinial intercepted the female who approached Mila and accepted the clothing for both of them.

Actinial donned the blue full-length cloak, which stretched to the floor, effectively hiding her footwear. Then she donned a full white mask, with the eyes obscured by blue lenses. Finally, she pulled the cloak’s hood over her head, concealing her hair.

Mila eyed the two rifles near her feet. She handed one rifle to Salus, who dutifully accepted it without comment. Then she slung the other over her shoulder. After that, Mila and Salus dressed as Actinial had done.

“Who are we supposed to be?” Mila asked.

“We’ll be traveling as an obscure Balgradian sect known as the Dastral,” Actinial explained. “They’ve taken vows of silence, which will prevent us from conversing with others.”

Then the six cluster members, Actinial, Mila, and Salus piled into a heavy transport, which smelled as if it had been frequently used to transport farming needs, including organic fertilizer.

The transport used six huge fans under its belly that pushed the vehicle off the ground. Then the gimbaled fans angled backward and drove the vehicle forward.

Actinial, who was seated on the transport’s bed with Mila between Salus and her, spoke into Mila’s ear to be heard. “This is new technology. Probably Krackus,” she said.

“What do you think about keeping the Krackus here until you learn their tech?” Mila asked.

“Unlike the Balgradians who’ve enjoyed living in this system, I’m in favor of making the Krackus pay for their domination,” Actinial replied. “However, we’ll have to satisfy the citizens’ desire not to physically force the Krackus to cooperate.”

With the use of the powerful fans, the trip to the city was short but noisy. On the outskirts, the fans rotated straight down, and then the transport slowly settled on the pavement.

The driver, a young male, hurried out of the cab to activate the rear end’s gate, which extended even with the bed.

When the gate was in place, the nine occupants, wearing their Dastral disguises, exited the transport with Salus’s help. It was the first time that the senior cluster members had an opportunity to experience the SADE’s power.

On the roadside, Actinial whispered to Mila, “Remember, Captain, no talking. Don’t even nod or respond in any way to a question or a comment. As far as you’re concerned, the world beyond your thoughts doesn’t exist.”

Then the nine disguised Dastrals walked in single file into the city with Actinial, Mila, and Salus the last three.

The eldest of the group had Actinial’s information about four addresses that she wished to visit, and he led the others toward a residential building that was close to where they’d been dropped off the transport.

Mila kept her head down, as she’d been instructed. There were two reasons that she was next to last. The rear positions typically indicated acolytes, which might help to cover any mistakes Mila made. The other reason was that senior Balgradians might be able to pass the Radag warriors without incident, as they displayed Balgradian customs. None of the cluster wanted to see Mila unsling her energy rifle.

At the first residential building, eight waited at a discreet distance, while Actinial slipped out of her disguise and approached the lobby.

“May I be of service?” the lobby attendant asked.

“I’m here to see a friend,” Actinial replied. “I know the number.”

“You must have been outward for a while,” the attendant responded. “The overseers regularly institute new policies. In this case, guests must register.”

The attendant spun a panel toward her.

Actinial noted that she was required to insert her ID card. “You’re right about me being outward for a long time,” she said. It wasn’t necessary to imitate being embarrassed. “I’ll have to return to my transport to get my card.”

“Be careful,” the attendant warned. “A home world protocol requires every Balgradian to carry their ID at all times. If you’re caught without it, it’s immediate arrest and punishment.”

“Punishment?” Actinial queried.

“Some don’t survive,” the attendant whispered, as if he might be overheard. “I might save you a return trip. Who’s your friend?”

Something in the way the attendant asked for her friend put Actinial on alert. Then she noticed the attendant’s left hand, which was flat on the countertop. The smallest finger lifted up and down in subtle movements.

The signal indicated he was part of the Balgrade underground. Most Balgradians didn’t condone the underground’s activities, as they often resulted in reprisals.

Furthermore, that particular signal was a warning. It said, “Leave and don’t come back.”

“Thank you for updating me on the new protocols,” Actinial said graciously. Then she smiled and made her way casually toward the lobby door. With every step, she heard the heavy thumping of her heart.

When Actinial was outside, she headed away from her friends, her old training quickly returning. After a few turns, she knew she wasn’t being followed, and she returned to her companions to don her disguise.

Forming a tight circle to imitate Dastrals communing, Actinial said, “This isn’t going to work.” Then she described the lobby’s conversation.

Mila intuited what had occurred. “The attendant recognized you,” she offered.

“Yes,” Actinial replied. “As he was underground, he also knew whom I wanted to visit. He was warning that they were no longer resident in that building.”

“But he didn’t offer a different address,” Salus noted.

“More than likely, the couple was arrested and disciplined,” Actinial said. “The attendant said that any arrest is followed by punishment, and some don’t survive.”

It wasn’t necessary for Actinial, Salus, or Mila to see the cluster members’ eyes behind the masks. Their erratic breathing indicated their fear.

“We don’t visit city Balgradians,” an elder explained. “Our friends and acquaintances are other farming clusters. We apologize for our failure to advise you properly.”

“It’s not your fault,” Actinial soothed.

Mila focused on an alternative scenario. “Actinial, are your other contacts also part of the underground?” she asked.

“They are,” Actinial replied, which didn’t do anything to relieve the cluster’s anxiety.

“Then, after all the time you were in the warrens, there’s a good chance that these individuals have been arrested or, worse, they’re dead,” Mila surmised.

“That’s a strong possibility,” Actinial replied. “That’s why I believe what we’re doing won’t work.”

“Hmm,” Mila murmured.

Knowing that Mila was considering something drastic, Salus reordered his survival probabilities.

<Salus,> Mila sent. <The information we want is most likely in the hands of the underground, as these are Actinial’s contacts. I know where we can go to acquire what we need, and we can choose to use local transport or the traveler.>

<Where?> Salus inquired.

<Wherever arrested Balgradians are being held,> Mila promptly replied.

<You want to break them out of Radag incarceration,> Salus sought to confirm.

<Correct,> Mila replied.

<We don’t know their location,> Salus pointed out.

<If Actinial wishes to cooperate, that’ll be easy to discover,> Mila responded.

<You would risk her life in this venture?> Salus asked in disbelief.

<Haven’t you put it together yet, Salus?> Mila inquired.

<Enlighten me,> Salus replied.

<Actinial doesn’t just know of the Balgradian underground,> Mila explained. <She was arrested and given an Imperium decree because she was a leader in the underground.>

Salus turned to regard Actinial, who laughed lightly.

“I imagine one or both of you put the pieces together,” Actinial said, and Salus indicated Mila with a thumb. “Perceptive of you, Captain.”

The cluster’s eldest said, “We’ve been communing too long. We must move.”

The line was formed again. This time, they proceeded out of the city. When they reached the outskirts, an elder slipped off his disguise and moved away from the group. Then he called the young cluster member who drove the farm’s heavy transport and arranged a pickup.

When the nine team members climbed into the back of the transport, they had to move boxes and tools to make room for themselves.

Mila drew Actinial and Salus into a tight ring to be heard above the fans.

“I’ve an idea, Actinial, but it’s a dangerous one for you,” Mila began.

“What’s the goal?” Actinial asked.

“There are two opportunities,” Mila explained. “We hope to free whoever is incarcerated by the Radags in this city. Second, it would be great if some of those Balgradians are members of the underground. They should have the information we seek.”

“What do you need me to do?” Actinial inquired excitedly.

“Actinial, didn’t you hear Mila say it would be dangerous for you?” Salus queried.

“And didn’t you hear me tell you that the attendant told of arrests and punishments that Balgradians often didn’t survive?” Actinial inquired in return. “The primary targets of those arrests would have been my companions in the underground. If there’s a chance of freeing some of them from Radag cells, then I’ll do whatever is necessary.”

Actinial paused for a moment. When they landed on Balgrade, she’d hoped that she could retrieve some of the earlier manner in which she lived. Too soon, that foolish idea had been stolen from her. She had an inkling of what Mila meant when she said the past should remain in the past.

“Tell me, Captain,” Actinial insisted.

“It’s apparent that you’re well-known,” Mila said. “I want Salus to put a tracker on you. Then I want to have you arrested.”

“And you will follow me to where the others are being held,” Actinial finished. “Will you use the traveler?”

“Yes,” Mila replied. “We don’t know how many are incarcerated, and I want to rescue all of them.”

“I like this,” Actinial said, with a fierce grin. Then she cupped a hand behind Mila’s neck and gently pulled until their foreheads touched.

Without masks or cloak hoods, Mila felt wisps of Actinial’s blue hair caress her cheeks and neck. The soft tendrils were calming as when her mother had touched her before she was killed. For several seconds, she was transported back in time. Then, as a young girl, she saw her mother’s ruined body. That snapped her out of her reverie.

Actinial sensed Mila’s emotional shift, and she pulled away. “Be calm, Captain. You’re with friends,” she said softly.

Salus had noted Mila’s facial transition to a peaceful expression and then the swift snap back to reality. It was another telling indication of the trauma that had suffused Mila’s early years.

The trio rode out the rest of the trip in silence.

Salus focused his peripheral vision on Mila. By the subtle movements of her hands and eyes, she was planning the operation. For him, that was a good thing.

When the transport arrived at the farm and the driver let down the tailgate, the six cluster members hurried off the bed. Then they stood, expecting Actinial to direct them. Before anyone could speak, Mila held up her hand to draw attention to her.

“We appreciate your efforts,” Mila said, which Actinial translated. “However, you and we have realized that this method is more dangerous than anyone realized. As such, the three of us are going to try something different. Soon, we’ll request you uncover our ship, and we’ll sail away, leaving you in peace. Thank you for your gracious courtesy.”

The relief of the cluster members was easily seen. Instinctively, they moved to gratefully embrace Mila, but Actinial hugged Mila from behind. Understanding the gesture, the cluster members pressed their hands together and touched them to their foreheads in a gesture of appreciation. Then they hurried to their house.

Actinial released Mila and said enthusiastically, “So, what do we do first?”

“Salus needs to build a tracker that we can hide on your body,” Mila replied. “Meanwhile, you and I must devise a plan for your capture that minimizes the potential risk.”

“I’ve the last part,” Actinial announced.

“That was fast,” Mila remarked.

“The lobby attendant is underground,” Actinial explained. “More than likely, he’s under suspicion. He can call the authorities on me. Giving his name will relieve some of the pressure on him.”

“Who are the authorities?” Salus inquired.

“The Krackus co-opted our rescue teams,” Actinial replied. “They became planetary security, forced to arrest other Balgradians and supervise the cells.”

“Are they made to punish the arrested individuals?” Mila asked.

“I would imagine the Radags reserve those actions for their pleasure,” Actinial posited.
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8: Breakout

Salus slipped through the mesh of tarp and crop cuttings to enter the traveler. From a few small storage units against the hull, he collected a miniscule power cell, a transmitter, and some nanites paste. In less than a minute, he’d assembled the tracking device. The tiny item was about a half centimeter in length.

Returning to the house, Salus requested the family cluster uncover the traveler, and he accompanied them to ensure the traveler was completely unencumbered. The speed at which he witnessed the farmers hurry told him they couldn’t wait to have their guests move on.

When Salus approached the house, he found the cluster’s female elder speaking with Actinial and Mila. The tracking device was in the palm of his hand, and he displayed it for the females.

“That’s it?” Actinial queried dubiously. “How long will it transmit?”

“The demand on the power cell is minimal,” Salus replied. “It should be good for about an annual.”

The elder female laughed heartily. Then she reached to take the device from Salus.

The two Balgradians conversed briefly, which Mila didn’t follow. The conversation ended when Actinial nodded and turned her back to the elder.

The old female selected a tendril of Actinial’s hair, and Mila watched it entwine around the female’s finger.

<When Actinial embraced me on the transport bed, that’s what I felt,> Mila shared with Salus.

The elder Balgradian swung the tendril over and under the small device. While the winding was loosely done, the tendril soon closed around the device. The elder chose another tendril, and it easily moved to follow suit. Without the elder’s prompting, more tendrils moved to embrace the device until it had been smothered in Actinial’s hair.

Mila’s mouth was agape, as she’d watched in wonder at the hair’s deliberate movements.

The Balgradian females chuckled at Mila, and Actinial explained, “Our hair is an extension of our nature. Often, what one tendril touches, others choose to follow. At times, it can be a nuisance. That usually happens while you sleep. You wake to find your hair wrapped around a partner’s or a youngling’s hand or arm. It’s best to wake and check for attachments before you move.”

Mila rubbed her short hair and smiled at the thought of it having a mind of its own.

Actinial returned the smile and said, “Are we ready?”

“The traveler is uncovered,” Salus responded.

Actinial rose, and Mila reached for the energy rifles.

“Wait, Mila,” Actinial requested. “The elder wants to wish you a safe journey.” When she saw Mila’s eyes narrow, she added, “I’ve taught her the conclave’s traditional greeting.”

That’s when Mila noted the hand, roughed by annuals of hard work, extended toward her. She smiled generously at the elder and gripped her hand.

The elder pumped their hands eight times, as it was an auspicious number for Balgradians, before she released Mila’s hand. Then she clasped her hands together and touched her forehead.

In turn, Mila repeated the gesture, which won her the elder’s bright smile.

It was a brief wait, while the cluster finished collecting the stalk cuttings, which had covered the traveler, and returned them to the storage building. When they finished, there was no evidence of the net-like tarps or the cuttings.

Salus triggered the hatch to board, and Mila and Actinial scrambled after him.

Mila flew a short distance away to a ravine that she’d spotted and dropped the ship to its bottom.

There, the trio waited until dark. Then, late in the evening, it was time to move again.

As Salus carried the coordinates of the residential building where Actinial met the lobby attendant, he directed the controller to that location.

The challenge was to find a quiet place to land the ship for Actinial’s exit. It turned out that a park was nearby. Thermal scans indicated only small creatures.

Without the necessity of extending the landing gear, Actinial quickly navigated the hatch steps. Following Salus’s directions, she made for a nearby roadway. At the intersection, she turned left onto a residential street. Within two blocks, she stood in front of the target building.

Up to this point, Actinial’s enthusiasm had held. Now, recalling her treatment at the hands of the Radags and the Krackus, her resolve weakened. For Balgrade, she thought to bolster her courage. Then she marched up the steps, through the door, and into the lobby.

To Actinial’s surprise, a different lobby attendant was on duty. Had she given it a thought, she could have predicted this. Rather than retreat, she chose to see what requesting her friend would do. She had a similar conversation as she did this morning with the other attendant. However, this one ended with the attendant indicating the apartment number and directing her to the elevators.

As Actinial suspected, new residents occupied her friend’s apartment. She apologized and returned to the elevators. There she waited to give the authorities time to arrive. Finally, she took a deep breath and harshly blew it out. Then she descended to the lobby.

Playing her part, Actinial protested to the authorities that they had the wrong person. Her cries of false detainment had no effect, as the authorities roughly applied bracelets.

As Actinial was hauled through the lobby, she looked for the attendant. However, he wasn’t to be seen, and she could understand that. Under the edicts that were in force, citizens had little choice but to cooperate. Otherwise, they risked arrest and punishment.

If Actinial hadn’t spent so much time aboard the Liberation, she would have had her doubts about the operation succeeding. But the individuals who sat aboard the traveler tracking her gave her confidence. A SADE was there to optimize the plan’s actions. More important, a fierce, young, Naiad woman, who had been swiftly promoted to captain, would ensure that she was recovered.

Actinial had discerned that Mila, in general, kept the population at bay. However, she let select individuals into her inner circle. Anyone adopted as a friend by Mila could be certain of her commitment to them. The young captain would risk everything to ensure their well-being.

The transport in which Actinial rode lurched to a halt and settled as its fans died. Then she was dragged out of the vehicle’s rear and taken to a general detention cell, which held many other Balgradians.

By the looks of most of the inmates, they’d been severely mistreated and sat miserably huddled on the cold floor.

Actinial gazed around at the cell’s occupants. Two males slowly approached her. Their slightly disguised fingers twitched, signaling her. Then they walked past her to call their keepers for food and water.

The complainers did receive water. A pail of cold water was tossed on them.

Actinial stared hostilely at the young perpetrator, who paused, ducked his head, and hurried away. She couldn’t believe that a Balgradian youth could treat other citizens so unkindly. It gave her a good idea of the rot that the Krackus had introduced into her society, and her anger rose.

Swiftly, Actinial beckoned to the two underground males. They were shocked that she wanted to make contact where they were under constant observation, but they complied.

“Check every Balgradian in this cell,” Actinial directed. “If they’re not ambulatory, assign one or two others to support them. When it’s time to move, we must move quickly.”

“This is a breakout?” one male asked.

“This is more than a simple rescue,” Actinial replied. “Our system is about to be relieved of its oppressors.”

The males watched the tendrils of Actinial’s bright blue hair twitch along her shoulders. It was a trait possessed by only the most dominant Balgradian females. They nearly clasped hands in salute to Actinial, but they managed to halt their actions and turn them into something else. Then they hurried to carry out her directive.

Not far away, a traveler settled at a construction site. Shaped like a giant wedge with elongated arms, the partially constructed building provided the perfect spot to hide the ship.

Mila regarded the route that the transmitter had taken. <Should we follow the tracking device to its final resting point, which I would anticipate is the building’s rear, or should we go through the front door?> she inquired.

<If I knew what waited for us inside, I could give you the probabilities of success of each scenario, Captain,> Salus replied. <Under these circumstances, I would accept a biological’s opinion about encountering hostile Balgradians, who have knowledge and expertise in their favor.>

Mila regarded Salus with a broad grin. <I was hoping you’d say that,> she sent.

Immediately, Salus regretted his sarcastic reply. <What is the plan, Captain?> he inquired.

<Intimidation and subterfuge,> Mila replied. Then she explained the operation she’d devised.

Salus admitted that Mila had given her plan more attention than he might have surmised. It demonstrated her tactical maturation.

Mila left the pilot’s cabin to ready an energy rifle.

Meantime, Salus lifted the traveler above the building and flew quickly toward the detention center. He marked the building’s rear entrance for the controller and added further instructions. Then he hopped the ship over the building to hover near the front entrance.

As the hatch dropped, Salus leapt through it.

Three Balgradian detention officers drew their stun batons, as they called for Salus to halt. The words barely passed their lips before the SADE had disarmed them and none too gently put them down.

Mila clambered down the hatch steps and raced for the lobby doors. She had to wait until Salus accessed the door’s panel and overrode security controls.

As the doors slid aside, Mila ran into the lobby and triggered the rifle’s power cell. The distinctive charging whine drew everyone’s attention.

Simultaneously, Salus announced in Balgradian that they demanded complete cooperation. He did add that his companion was anxious to test the weapon against Balgradian officers, which is why he advised no one make any suspicious moves.

It helped that, at that instant, Mila’s eyes were cold, and her grin was predatory. She swung the rifle across the entire lobby like she was hunting for an opportunity.

“Open all the cells,” Salus called out, adding sufficient vocal power to galvanize the contingent of officers behind the broad counter with its view plate shields. To the ones who hadn’t moved, he ordered them on the floor.

Salus triggered the security gate to get the pair behind the reinforced counter. Then they followed the officers into a bright corridor. Just before the SADE left the lobby, he’d warned the Balgradians who remained that they shouldn’t exit via the front doors. He said another pair waited in the street, and his companion with the Radag rifle had ordered that pair not to let any officers escape.

The bright corridor gave way to dimly lit halls that led to rows of detention cells. Two were large for the recently arrested, and others were small to hold those who might not be released for annuals.

Salus triggered the panel, which unlocked the first detention cell. As it emptied, he led the detainees with the aid of an officer to the rear entrance.

When the detention facility’s rear exit door slid aside, the officer stared aghast at the strange ship that hovered in the lot.

For Salus, the sight was disappointing. The lot was crowded with transports. There was no room for the traveler to set down.

“Board the ship,” Salus announced authoritatively, as he raced toward it.

The first Balgradian, a male, skidded to a halt at the dropped hatch. If he extended his arms, he could just touch the bottom edge of the hatch.

Salus gazed around, spotted stacks of parts for transport repair. He chose the huge fans, which were about two meters in diameter.

The Balgradians watched in awe, as their rescuer picked up a fan and stacked it beneath the hatch.

Salus added two more fans to create steps and covered the protective cages with metal sheets.

Then the Balgradians leapt up the makeshift steps to climb into the traveler. Their motivation might have been due to the excitement of being rescued. Then again, they might not have wanted to disappoint their rescuer who could heft a transport fan, which typically required a lift vehicle.

In the detention center, Mila swung her rifle to indicate that the other officers should enter the empty cell. They quickly obeyed, and she stopped the last one, a young officer, from entering. When the door was closed and its locking mechanism engaged, Mila slammed the butt of her rifle into the cell door’s panel, smashing it. Then she gestured with her rifle to proceed to the second large cell.

“Mila,” Actinial cried out happily when she saw her friend.

“I hope we’re not late,” Mila quipped, as the officer unlocked the cell. “Actinial, lead them out the back,” she directed. Mila watched six detainees carry three members of their cell, who looked in bad condition.

Walking down the row of small cells, Mila forced the officer to open every one.

The Balgradians emerged nervously. When they spotted the Radag rifle, they cowered.

Then Mila repeated the words that Salus had taught her. She called out, “Friend,” several times. Then she added, “Escape. Back door.”

One of the inmates urged the others forward, and they hurried to take the route indicated. Several passing the young officer spit on him. One paused to speak in Balgradian. Then he slapped the youth.

Seeing all cells were emptied, Mila forced the officer into a cell. However, she couldn’t signal the door closed. So, she left him cowering on one of four cots. Requesting directions from Salus, she received a visual representation of the detention facility. Then she sprinted for the rear exit.

Salus had his hands full helping some of the long-term incarcerated up his makeshift steps and into the traveler. Some were weak from their punishment and nutritiously poor meals.

When Mila arrived in line, two Balgradians were still waiting for help.

However, Salus picked up Mila and unerringly tossed her through the hatch.

In the interior, a few Balgradians were alert enough to catch Mila and halt her forward progress.

Mila said, “Thanks,” which she hoped the Balgradians understood. When she saw what waited for her, she realized why Salus had hurried her boarding. They’d freed many more citizens than the ship had seats. In fact, the Balgradians were standing in the aisle and crowding at the traveler’s aft end.

Often saying, “Excuse me,” Mila waded through the jammed aisle toward the pilot’s cabin. She passed Actinial who was getting cups of water for a few to pass on to the desperately thirsty.

Making the pilot’s seat, Mila focused on Salus, who was assisting the last Balgradian through the hatch. She signaled the hatch closed. Then she activated the controller’s flight plan.

In the early morning hours, the controller flew the ship swiftly to avoid detection and headed for the ravine. When the ship was hidden deep in the rocky cut, Mila turned to helping with the injured and the starving.

“Mila, everyone wants to know when they will lift to safety,” Actinial whispered.

In reply, Mila signaled the hatch open and pointed toward it.

The Balgradians nearest the opening exclaimed at the huge boulders and cliff face they saw, and they shouted to others, sharing their excitement about the images.

Among the detainees there was visible relief.

Everywhere that Mila and Salus went, they were touched and thanked. Salus shared what he heard when the Balgradians spoke to Mila.

<How much food and water do we carry?> Mila privately asked Salus.

<With this crowd, I think we could have normally fed them for about nineteen cycles,> Salus replied. <But most of them are ravenous. My final estimate is about ten cycles.>

<Then we’ll need to seek another source,> Mila mused. <Hopefully, the Tridents will have arrived by then, and Commodore Ticnikrok will be ready to move on the system.>

<And if not?> Salus proffered.

<Then we depend on the largesse of multiple farm clusters,> Mila replied swiftly. She had no intention of letting these Balgradians suffer any more than they had already.

The next evening, Mila flew south to a huge stretch of forest. She was able to land, and, in the morning, the able-bodied eased down the hatch steps to walk through the forest and appreciate their freedom. Their temporary absence enabled seats to be converted to beds to allow the worst cases to get some rest.

Salus had tested tiny amounts of different medical nanites on a Balgradian’s cut. The pastes sat there, and the SADE quickly wiped each test off.

<A little oversight on our part,> Mila admitted privately to Salus.

<If I recall, the original mission was to sit undetected in the rim and gather information,> Salus remarked.

<There’s that,> Mila replied. <Then again, Actinial has been in a deep discussion with four underground leaders. It seems that she’s collecting more information than we could have gathered from out on the rim.>

<Captain, you’re a strange combination of unorthodox approaches and surprising successes,> Salus commented.

Mila laughed, and the Balgradians around her smiled happily. Anything that pleased their young female rescuer was a good thing.

After five more cycles, the weather changed. The temperate mornings and afternoons turned to cold, blustery winds, and it chased everyone inside the ship.

<It’s time to seek food and water,> Mila shared with Salus.

Then the pair requested Actinial join them in the pilot’s cabin.

“Problem?” Actinial inquired nervously.

“With this many aboard the ship, we’re going through the food and water extremely quickly,” Mila explained.

“You had me worried,” Actinial said in relief. “When I saw the way the ship was crowded, I feared you couldn’t lift, but I should have known better. More food and water won’t be a problem. We can request it from farms, or we can take it.”

“Take it?” Mila asked.

“According to my new underground friends, the farms contribute a portion of their food to depots situated at every city,” Actinial replied. “This food feeds the Krackus who have a tremendous number of workers in this system.”

“How many?” Salus queried.

“Understand this is an estimate,” Actinial replied. “On Balgrade, perhaps eight thousand or more. On the outposts, maybe another two thousand. These numbers don’t take into account the Krackus operating the freighters, transports, and shuttles.”

“Juno is going to be surprised,” Mila remarked wryly. “What about the Radags?”

“Supposedly, there were a good number of Radag commands that dropped planetside when the Krackus arrived,” Actinial responded. “When the Krackus discovered our nature, many of the commands were retrieved. Unfortunately, the remaining commands are rarely seen.”

“Why is that?” Mila queried.

“No one knows,” Actinial replied.

“Do we have the locations where they’re housed?” Salus asked.

“Not that either,” Actinial replied apologetically.

“Hmm,” Mila mused.

“I’ve heard that sound before,” Actinial remarked, and she regarded Salus, who seemed to share her concern.

“If we were to hit a food depot, we might solve two problems at once,” Mila mused.

“You think you could draw a Radag command out?” Actinial sought to understand. “But then what?”

“Our intrepid captain is visualizing capturing a Radag command and making them tell her what she wants to know,” Salus replied.

Actinial’s blue eyes widened, and she waited to hear Mila deny that wasn’t what she truly intended, but the denial didn’t come.

<Salus?> Mila queried privately.

<To achieve the information that the commodore requires, it’s a viable opportunity,> Salus replied. <However, it will be difficult to relay the information if we’re captured or no longer in existence.>

<Let’s see what Actinial’s friends have to say,> Mila replied. Then she signaled the cabin door open. Gesturing to the four underground members, she led the group to the traveler’s aft end.

Several Balgradians relocated to give the small group a modicum of privacy.

“If we wanted to take a food depot and hold it to draw out a Radag team, what advice would you give us?” Mila asked.

Actinial translated, and a male Balgradian responded, “For one so young, she speaks as a leader.”

“You have no idea. Don’t encourage her,” Actinial warned, which Salus chose not to translate.

The incarcerated resistance leaders shared glances. Immediately and accurately, they judged the dynamics at work.

The four males knew Actinial had protested through her media outlet, been captured, and transported away. Those who remained behind resisted even as they lost members of their clusters and friends. Finally, they too had been captured and punished. The foursome knew that their time in detention would have been limited. Soon, they would have been made to disappear.

The senior resistance leader focused exclusively on Mila as he spoke. “Any food depot is guarded by numerous Balgradian security agents,” he said. “However, it’s known that they’re only allowed to carry stun batons. A depot is surrounded by high walls, but that’s not a challenge to your ship.”

Salus accurately conveyed to Mila what had been said.

When Mila nodded her understanding and appeared thoughtful, the four males regarded Actinial. In reply, she touched her temple and indicated Salus and Mila. Mouths briefly dropped open and snapped shut.

“It sounds like taking a depot is easy,” Mila said. “But does it get us contact with a Radag commander?”

Actinial translated, and another male inquired, “Do you intend to capture or kill the commander?”

“Capture,” Mila replied, after receiving Salus’s translation. “We need information on where the Radag commands are located throughout the system.”

“Why would you need this information?” a third resistance member queried. “Are there more than the two of you?”

Mila laughed politely, as did Actinial, who replied, “The conclave, which rescued me from where I was detained, intends to free this system.”

The four males applauded the idea, but one of the members quickly quieted them. “Actinial, you know this, but you don’t appear to support their taking a food depot and drawing out a Radag commander and his squads.”

Actinial was quiet, as she regarded Mila and Salus. Then she explained, “I think of them as if they were part of my cluster, and I don’t want to see them hurt or killed on the eve of our freedom.”

The foursome nodded in understanding. That a Balgradian thought of two aliens as part of her cluster wasn’t given a second thought. The declaration was accepted as truth. It was how Balgradians thought and lived.

“This information is critical?” a resistance leader queried.

“It might save lives, Balgradians and ours,” Mila replied.

Actinial reluctantly nodded, which the four males accepted as approval, and a plan was formed.

The first step was to remove the majority of the recently incarcerated from the ship. Mila flew from farm to farm. At each one, she explained the need for a few to stay with the cluster and heal.

Always, the objection was the same. It was the fear that the authorities would descend on their farm, arrest everyone, and confiscate the land. It had happened before.

Actinial usually would laugh or chuckle. Then she would say, “In a few cycles, we’ll all be free. The conclave has freed many systems before ours. They’ll do the same thing here. You have my word on that.”

There were often doubters within each cluster, but the elders remembered Actinial well. They knew her to be a voice they could trust. More important, she’d been handed an Imperium decree, a lifelong sentence. Yet, she stood in front of them again, with aliens who flew a ship that floated in the air.

When the visits were finished, Actinial, the four resistant leaders, and six more fairly healthy Balgradian males remained.

After filling the traveler’s water tanks and gathering some food from the last few farms, Mila returned to the ravine that hid them previously.

“You carried a Radag rifle in the detention center,” a Balgradian pointed out. “Do you have more of them?”

“Let me tell you a secret,” Mila said, smiling self-consciously. “I’ve never fired the weapon, and I hope never to have to do it.”

“Then why carry it?” the male pressed.

“It does make a great bluff, doesn’t it?” Mila returned.

Salus had to translate that reply.

“Would you use it if you had to defend yourself or us?” a resistance leader asked.

“Absolutely,” Mila said determinedly.

The plan was complete, and, in the early morning, Mila lifted the traveler out of the ravine and flew toward a food depot.

Salus sat with the resistance leaders. His palm holo-vid was the subject of much discussion, and the Balgradian detainees learned their rescuer’s unique nature.

One leader knew the nearest depot’s exact location. When the city hove into view, he was delighted to be the one to manipulate the holo-vid and guide Mila to the target.

Mila had designed a surprise attack, and the Balgradians were coached on their roles.

From above, the depot suited Mila’s plan. It was a huge yard, with high fencing. Hundreds of heavy crates were stacked along the inner walls. Vehicles of all types occupied an inner ring. The center of the yard was unoccupied.

A quick check of the controller told Mila that there was sufficient room for the traveler. She identified the exact center for the controller, set her parameters, and activated the sequence.

The traveler dropped quickly.

Beneath the ship, the Balgradian agents screamed out warnings and ran for cover, fearing a horrendous crash.

Despite the rapid rush to the ground, the ship gently touched down and the hatch opened. Salus leapt through it, and the male Balgradians quickly followed him.

“Leave and you won’t be harmed,” Salus boomed across the yard.

The agents were stunned by the ship’s arrival, but they quickly came to their senses. It was their duty to protect the depot, and they knew the punishment if they failed.

An agent unsheathed his baton and rushed at Salus.

The SADE removed the baton and tossed it over his shoulder to the nearest resistance leader, who grinned as he fielded it.

The agent struggled as Salus held him aloft. “I said leave and you won’t be harmed. Are you simple-minded?” he inquired.

“No,” the young agent replied in a panicked voice.

“Then run,” Salus replied, dropping him to the ground.

The agent glanced at the alien who had hoisted him so easily. That he was backed by a group of Balgradian citizens was disconcerting, but it was the figure descending the ship’s odd steps who disturbed him. Obviously, she was female, but she carried the devastating Radag energy rifle. Worse, she was walking directly toward him.

Despite shaky knees, the young agent managed to collect his wits, and he sprinted for the exit gate.

After that, other agents fled too. A few resisted, brandishing their batons menacingly. However, at Mila’s approach, they dropped their weapons and ran.

The Balgradian detainees with Mila and Salus searched the depot for anyone hiding, and they found no one. Then they collected every baton they could locate and loaded them aboard the traveler.

Meanwhile, Salus and Actinial investigated a manager’s office, and Actinial activated his desktop unit. She spent time searching for information that might be of value.

“We know every depot location, what they store, and who contributes,” Actinial finally said. “But we aren’t going to learn anything else.”

“Fortune didn’t favor us,” Salus responded. “I had anticipated finding what we needed and being gone. Now we’ll have to put the captain’s plan into action.”

In the yard, Mila assigned the ten Balgradian males places along the fences. They used vehicles to build their locations. Each one offered height to watch for the Radags’ approach. The top two crates were set in a wedge. This enabled easy viewing over the fence without exposing their silhouettes.

When the lookout positions were ready, the males took up their posts. Then the depot’s new occupants settled down to wait.

Occasionally, Salus and Actinial would relieve two lookouts to get food and water and relieve themselves.

An entire cycle passed before a lookout ducked down and waved earnestly to Salus. Then he scrambled down, and the SADE took his place.

That lookout and Actinial ran to the other lookouts, caught their attention, and gestured at them to descend. Soon, Actinial and the ten males were aboard the ship. From their position of relative safety, they eyed the youthful captain, who stood in the hatchway and cradled her energy rifle.

Mila’s implant received Salus’s view. The SADE was tracking a Balgradian transport. An agent drove the vehicle, and a Radag commander sat in the cab with him. The bed of the vehicle was covered, but neither Salus nor Mila had any doubt that one or two squads of warriors waited inside.

There was only one way into the depot. Two heavy gates swung outward and had to be moved manually. At this moment, they were closed, but there was no electronic locking mechanism.

When Salus was sure that the transport was headed to the depot’s gates, he leapt from his perch and sprinted to the traveler.

Mila climbed down the hatch steps to stand beside Salus.

<The transport is sufficiently large to absorb the rifle’s impact,> Salus shared. <However, any warriors beside or in front of the vehicle won’t survive.>

<I can offer them one opportunity to surrender,> Mila sent. <After that, it’s on their heads if they want to fight.>

OceanofPDF.com


9: Race to Capture

Material was woven through the depot’s fence to prevent anyone outside from looking into the yard. With the solid gates, it necessitated the Radag commander approach the depot blind. He’d received a report of looters in the depot, and he anticipated a raid by resistance members.

The driver was directed to approach the gates and halt the transport.

To prevent the raiders from making their escape through the open gates, the commander barked orders to his squad leaders to disperse and take up stations in front of the transport and along the fence.

The warriors growled excitedly and enthusiastically vaulted over the transport’s tailgate.

When the squad leaders saw the commander tip his muzzle, they directed warriors to unlock the gates.

Grasping heavy handles, the warriors unlatched the simple locking mechanism and hauled on the gates.

As the gates swung outward, the commander took in the sight that greeted him, much as did Mila and Salus. Although, none of the three had the same reaction.

Without waiting for orders, multiple warriors rushed into the yard to wreak havoc on the looters. However, they swiftly skidded to a halt.

In the cab, the commander’s eyes grew wide. He knew who waited in the depot, having been briefed on conclave vessels. He barked loudly to recall his troops, and they hurriedly retreated to regain the transport.

“Reverse,” the commander ordered the transport driver.

The driver failed to respond quickly. He’d been mesmerized by a ship sitting in the depot yard. Now he was confused by the commander’s panic. It cost him his life.

The commander shoved the dying Balgradian out his side of the cab. He wasn’t an expert at driving a transport, but the fans were already roaring, and he believed he could manage steering the vehicle.

Salus’s initial take on the scene focused on two warriors, who had initially run into the compound with energy rifles. <Board,> he ordered Mila. As she turned to heed him, he tossed her through the hatchway. Then he jumped and landed behind her. Already, she was running for the pilot’s cabin. Behind Salus, the hatch closed, and Mila had the ship lifting. She’d seen the energy rifles too.

Here, Mila’s and Salus’s thoughts differed widely. He considered the operation a bust, which would require a new plan. In contrast, Mila thought her prize was within reach, and she wasn’t about to let it slip through her grasp.

Salus dropped into the copilot seat and realized what Mila intended.

The transport slewed into reverse and turned to retreat.

The warriors had gained the transport bed, and they stripped the cover away. It would allow the energy rifle bearers clean shots at the traveler.

Neither Mila nor Salus missed the Balgradian lying in the dirt, with blood pooling on the ground from his slit throat.

Mila flew the traveler in front of the transport, dropped it close to the roadway, and spun it. Salus and she could see the commander’s animated expressions, as he fought the transport’s wheel and barked orders to his warriors.

Two energy rifles popped overtop the transport’s cab, and Mila swiveled the traveler to the side.

Salus noted that trees behind the traveler’s prior position were burning from the rifles’ blasts.

Still, Mila didn’t abandon the chase. She kept the bow pointed at the transport and swung the ship in various arcs around it.

As the commander jerked the fan controls, the warriors hung on to the transport’s side rails with all their strength. The warriors with rifles couldn’t maintain their footing while standing in the bed’s center, and their companions were powerless to help.

Mila swung the traveler in front of the transport and then to its rear, forcing the commander to fight the steering controls. Her actions served to frustrate the rifle bearers.

One of Radags with an energy rifle thought to jump up, spin, land, and fire on the ship. Unfortunately, his right foot came down on a companion’s leg. As his ankle twisted, he howled in pain and pressed the firing stud. The blast went into the transport’s bed. The energy release killed two warriors and took out one of the transport’s six fans.

With the fans out of balance, the commander’s steering efforts were magnified. Worse, the destroyed fan hung by one side, and it dragged along the roadway. The effect was to pull the transport to the right.

Mila and Salus watched the squad leaders yank the rifles away from the warriors. In addition to the two dead warriors, they saw another warrior fall off the back of the transport. By the way he fell, there was no doubt that he was already dead.

With the squad leaders cradling the rifles instead of aiming them, Mila sought to take advantage of the situation. A lake bordered the roadway, and she considered actions to take advantage of it.

Fortune was with Mila. The tortured fan tore loose from the bed. It was the middle unit, and it crashed into the rear fan. The four remaining fans were insufficient to keep the vehicle aloft, much less balanced.

The transport tilted to its right side and lurched heavily in that direction. The commander, anxious to be away from the conclave fighter, refused to adjust the fans’ drive angles.

Warriors were thrown onto the bed’s right side and tried desperately to remain inside the transport. The rifles were nowhere in sight, as every Radag needed both hands to hang on.

Mila swung the traveler parallel to the transport’s left side. <Apologies, Salus,> she sent. Then she pressed the ship against the transport.

With the fans driving the vehicle to the right, the traveler’s gentle nudge was all it took to send the transport toward the lake. Before a single warrior could get clear, the transport launched across a short stretch of grass and over an embankment. It plunged four meters down to drop into the lake.

Immediately, Salus signaled the hatch to drop, and Mila lowered the traveler toward the floundering Radags. It was clear that there wasn’t a swimmer among them.

Seeing the struggling Radags over Salus’s shoulder, Actinial said firmly, “Salus, step aside,” even as she stripped out of her clothes. Then she jumped from the ship.

The ten Balgradian males quickly imitated Actinial, leaping into the waters.

None of the Radag warriors resisted the Balgradians’ help, as they were dragged to the hatch steps. One by one, Salus hauled them up by their weapons’ vest and deposited them at the traveler’s aft end.

Actinial swam past Radags, who reached for her assistance. The open bed had allowed the squad leaders and the remaining warriors to launch from the sinking vehicle to reach the surface. However, the commander hadn’t surfaced. Her effort was solely focused on capturing the commander who was about to drown.

When Actinial was close to where she thought the cab would be directly beneath her, she took a deep breath and ducked under. Her heart was pounding heavily. She hadn’t been swimming in nearly two decades, and she had no idea how deep the lake was here. Also, she feared the commander might not want to be rescued.

Actinial’s first fear wasn’t realized. The cab’s roof was only about three meters down. As she reached the driver’s door, she cautiously peeked through the view plate. The commander was unconscious. He’d hit his head on impact with the water, and blood tainted the water near his brow.

With effort, Actinial managed to get the driver’s door open. Then she felt someone beside her. A resistance leader had come to her aid. He pointed upward to her, and she gratefully returned to the surface for some air. As she did, another resistance leader passed her.

Soon, Actinial was joined on the surface by the two Balgradian males with the commander between them. The three Balgradians swam for the traveler, towing the Radag commander.

Mila had been using Salus’s directions to swing the ship close to the rescued warriors to aid the pickup. One warrior managed to save himself when the hatch steps swung his way, and Salus hauled him into the ship.

The commander was the last Radag to be pulled aboard.

As Salus paid attention to the unconscious commander, Mila moved the hatch steps to collect the Balgradians, who managed to push their first companion onto the steps. Then that male hauled the other Balgradians onto the lowered hatch.

With firm pumping pressure on the commander’s chest, Salus got the commander coughing up lake water and returning to consciousness.

Before any Radag could take stock of their situation, Salus stripped the commander of his weapons. Then he moved on to the warriors. When a warrior growled at Salus, he was hoisted high in the air and given a tough shaking. By the time the warrior was on the deck, his rumblings could hardly be heard.

Soon, the Balgradians joined Salus, and the group made short work of stripping the Radags of every weapon in the vests and mementos from around their necks.

As the Radag warriors had just survived an encounter with a conclave fighter, a self-inflicted rifle discharge, and a near drowning, they huddled at the aft end and appeared none too eager to make a move against their captors.

Salus carefully attended to the commander’s head wound, which wasn’t too deep. Using a Dischnya medical nanites paste worked to close the gash.

When the commander was fully alert, Salus helped the Radag to his feet and walked him to the nearest seat.

“Don’t move unless instructed,” Salus warned the commander. Then he resumed his link with Mila. <Captain, the lake’s water was cold. Everyone is suffering from exposure.>

<Thought as much,> Mila returned. <I’m headed for the ravine.>

<The ravine?> Salus queried.

<There was a huge amount of dried wood among the boulders. We’ll make a fire,> Mila explained.

<I didn’t know you were accomplished in this kind of ancient survival technique,> Salus replied.

<I read about it in an old Earther story,> Mila shared. <As for starting the fire, I leave that to a SADE’s ingenuity,> she added, laughing.

When Mila floated the traveler above the ravine’s big boulders, Salus jumped out the hatch to land in a sandy spot. Quickly, he assembled small branches and twigs. Then he used a baton’s electric discharge to ignite the small batch of wood. He fanned the flames with his hand, as he added more wood. Soon, he had a respectable fire going. Then he gathered great pieces of wood to border the fire. Finally, he crossed lesser thicknesses of wood across the fire.

By the time Salus finished, Actinial and two males were crowded in the open hatch, eyeing the flames.

Standing in the sandy spot, Salus held out his hands to Actinial. She didn’t hesitate. Jumping out the hatch, she was easily caught by Salus.

Seeing Actinial hurrying to the fire, the Balgradian males followed suit. Although, it was embarrassing to some to leap into the arms of another male. They were comforted by the thought that he was alien.

When Mila approached the shivering Radag warriors, she held a baton in each hand. Then she gestured toward the hatch.

A squad leader approached the hatchway, but he wasn’t prepared for the ship’s height off the ground, much less the boulder-strewn ground. It didn’t help his confidence that a conclave member held out his arms to him. The sound of a baton’s discharge just behind him convinced him to jump. To his surprise, the conclave individual reduced his impact to be something negligible. “Bot,” he growled.

“SADE,” Salus corrected. Then he directed the squad leader toward the fire and motioned to the next Radag to jump.

Mila had to intimidate the first three Radags with her batons.

After that, the other warriors had the idea. They would stand in the hatchway, spot the gesturing individual, and jump toward him.

Salus had built a great enough fire that there was room for half of the passengers to stand close to the warmth.

The Balgradians were careful not to mix with the Radags and vice versa. Instead, each race occupied a portion of the fire and stood in two rows. As the front row started to warm, they swapped with those standing behind them.

Salus kept the fire going, and Mila kept watch on the commander, who would occasionally eye her, as if measuring an adversary. In turn, she kept a steady gaze on him, with her batons at her sides.

After nearly a conclave hour, Salus watched the ship’s passengers backing away from the fire. Their clothes, hair, and fur were dry. Then he directed the controller to position the bottom of the hatch above a large boulder, and he called to Actinial. “Time to board,” he said.

When Actinial arrived at Salus’s side, he hoisted her onto the boulder, and she climbed up the hatch steps. The Balgradian males lined up for Salus’s assistance. From the SADE’s rearward sense, he watched the squad leaders glance up and down the ravine. Then their shoulders slumped. The ravine was long, strewn with boulders, and bracketed by steep cliffs.

When everyone was aboard, Salus glanced at the fire, which had started to crumble to embers and ash. Swiftly, he kicked sand to smother the fire. When he was satisfied that he wouldn’t be responsible for a forest fire, he took two hops toward the traveler. The first foot strike landed him atop the boulder. The second placed in the hatchway.

In the traveler’s interior, Salus found that Mila had separated the two races. The Radags sat in the rear, and the Balgradians were seated in the front rows.

<Where are the Radag weapons?> Salus inquired, glancing around.

<Piled in the pilot’s cabin with the batons we captured,> Mila replied. <There’s only one seat available. Of course, you can sit pilot, and I can sit in your lap.>

Salus took in Mila’s expression, which threatened to break into a laugh. <That might be an option,> he shared, <if only your flying didn’t make me so nervous that I want an unobstructed path to the exit.>

<Oh!> Mila replied in surprise. Her swat at Salus’s arm missed by centimeters, as the SADE leaned away and grinned at her.

The Balgradians had watched the silent interplay, and the resistance leaders were touching their temples in understanding of what had transpired.

Salus visited the commander, who appeared fully alert.

Actinial motioned to the other Balgradians to remain seated. Then she joined Salus and Mila.

“How long have you been on Balgrade?” Salus asked.

Having been briefed on much of the conclave’s activities, the commander wasn’t surprised to be addressed in Radag. “Too long,” he replied.

“If you provide detailed answers, this conversation will go much faster,” Salus warned.

“I don’t know the equivalence in conclave time,” the commander temporized.

“I’m a SADE,” Salus responded. “I can convert the motions of Balgrade around its star.”

When the commander hesitated to respond, Mila said sternly, “I don’t think this one will be of any use to us. I suggest we fly him back to the lake and put him in the cab again.”

“What did the female say?” the commander inquired.

“The captain of this fighter believes you’ve no value,” Salus replied “She suggests we return you to the lake, and I’m in agreement.”

To say that the Radags weren’t fond of deep water was an understatement. In this case, the commander didn’t know of any Radag who’d ventured more than knee deep into water, and those were only under dire conditions.

In Krackus, Actinial said, “We needn’t return to that far lake. There’s a deep one nearby.”

Salus nodded and signaled Mila who turned toward the pilot’s cabin.

“Wait,” the commander called out.

Mila didn’t need a translation to hear the anxiousness in the commander’s voice. “And here I was waiting to see what kind of splash he would make from high up,” she grumped.

When the commander regarded Salus, the SADE enjoyed sharing the translation. The Radag leader was beginning to think he was poorly informed about the nature of the conclave members. The two who were questioning him didn’t seem concerned for his well-being. In fact, he’d begun to fear that they would be happy to see him suffer an anguishing ending.

“Let’s try again, Commander. Cooperate, or I’ll let the captain have her fun with you,” Salus said.

“What do you want to know?” the commander asked, nervously eyeing Mila.

“How long on Balgrade?” Salus asked.

“Nearly two Balgrade annuals,” the commander promptly replied.

“Did you arrive with the latest contingent of teams, or were their others who were already here and remained on?” Salus asked.

“All teams were swapped out with my arrival,” the commander responded.

“And how many commanders arrived with you?” Salus queried.

“Eleven,” the commander replied.

“Where are these commands stationed?” Salus pressed.

“I would need a map,” the commander temporized. Suddenly, a local map bloomed in three-dimension in front of his face. He blinked in surprise at Salus.

“Continue,” Salus urged.

Reluctantly, the commander manipulated the holo-vid and pinpointed each command on Balgrade.

Then Salus switched to a wire diagram of the system, and the commander identified the other postings.

Although, the threats of being dropped in a lake had been sufficient motivation to get the commander talking, it was the realization that the ship he was aboard was a scout, an advance party. This meant that the conclave was present in force. If he cooperated, the Radags might be easily captured. Otherwise, if commanders had sufficient advance warning of an invasion, then running fights would break out. If that happened, Radag warriors would die in large numbers.

When the commander finished, Actinial asked a series of what seemed mundane questions. It wasn’t long before Salus, Mila, and the commander recognized that she was crosschecking the commander’s answers. When she finished, she turned toward Salus and Mila and tipped her head, signaling that she was satisfied.

Via Mila’s link with Salus, she shared, <Salus, we’ve our information about the Radags, but we don’t know the status of the Tridents, especially that of the commodore’s tri-hull.>

<I calculate that the entire fleet of Tridents has arrived by now,> Salus returned. <Do you wish to establish contact?>

<Can we do it from here?> Mila inquired.

Salus held up a finger. Then he checked satellite connections with which to relay a signal. <It would be best to achieve space above the planet.>

<Our presence has already been detected,> Mila surmised. <However, if the commodore isn’t ready, we could see a mass exodus of Krackus and their ships.>

“Excuse me,” Actinial interrupted. “We left an unguarded food depot back there. I’d like to do something about that.” She watched the conclave pair silently communicate. Then Mila spun and made for the pilot’s cabin.

“We’re headed for the depot now,” Salus explained to Actinial.

“To do what?” Actinial queried.

“That’s unfolding,” Salus replied, nodding toward the bow.

Actinial understood Salus’s response to mean the captain had a plan or at least the start of one.

When the traveler arrived overhead of the depot’s yard, the Balgradian agents had returned and moved heavy equipment to occupy the yard’s center to prevent the ship from landing.

Salus displayed the problem to the Balgradians aboard the traveler via his palm holo-vid.

At that moment, Salus and the Balgradians heard Mila chuckle.

Actinial’s eyebrow arched in query, and Salus shrugged in response.

When the ship began to spin, Salus blanked the view to prevent making his observers dizzy.

In the yard, the agents thought they’d created a clever plan to prevent the aliens from returning. As the ship’s shadow descended above them, they celebrated. Then the ship started rotating. Soon, a strong breeze made them squint against the dust that was disturbed.

Unfortunately for the agents, the ship spun faster, and the breeze strengthened to a whirlwind. But it didn’t stop there. When the agents had trouble maintaining their feet, they ran or crawled for protection behind stacked crates.

When Mila had enough fun, she landed the traveler outside the depot on the roadway. Then she exited the pilot’s cabin, signaled the hatch down, and motioned to the Radag commander to step outside the ship.

Immediately, the Balgradian detainees were on their feet. They firmly grasped the batons that Mila handed out.

When the traveler’s complement was on the ground, Mila marched toward the gates.

Resistance leaders ran ahead and opened the gates for her.

Salus smiled to himself at the quickness with which the incarcerated Balgradians had adopted the captain.

In the yard, Mila announced loudly, “Gather the agents,” which Salus repeated.

The resistance leaders led the other six Balgradians to search the depot yard and herd the agents toward Mila.

The agents were stunned that the aliens had captured a Radag commander. It didn’t help that the aliens had returned with Balgradian allies.

Mila sent, <Salus, I need translations. Make them forceful.> Then she swung her energy rifle across the line of agents. “You’ve a new job,” she said. “Start by removing your caps and your jackets.”

As Salus translated, he stalked the line like a sergeant making sure the recruits understood the captain’s orders.

When the agent’s official clothing was on the ground, Mila continued, “You’re to go house to house, apartment to apartment, with a message. The depot at this location is open for food distribution.”

Salus reiterated Mila’s message. As he paced the line, he added, “We know each and every one of you,” he said, displaying their faces in his holo-vid. “We expect you to do as you’ve been told.”

“For how long?” a supervisor managed to ask.

“Return to the depot at dark to help with distribution,” Salus ordered.

When Salus finished, Mila swung her rifle toward the open gates.

The agents didn’t need a translation. They ran toward temporary freedom.

“What of us?” the Radag commander asked Salus, which the SADE translated for Mila.

Mila smiled brightly and said, “Why, Commander, you and your warriors are to be the citizens’ servers. I suggest you get started setting up something to act as tables at the gates. After that, you can break open the food crates donated by the Balgradians to share with anyone who arrives.”

When Actinial and the Balgradian detainees heard the captain’s directives, they celebrated by raising their batons high and shouting triumphantly.

The warriors dubiously eyed their commander, but he tipped his snout toward Salus who stood next to him. The message was clear. Any attempt at escape or harm to the Balgradians would bring the power of the SADE and the captain to bear.

<Salus, upload your message for the commodore and the Liberation,> Mila requested. <I’m going to make a quick trip into space, deliver it, wait for a response, and return.>

<Don’t be gone long, Captain,> Salus responded. <There’s a distinct possibility that another Radag team might head this way when this commander doesn’t report.>

<Great!> Mila replied. <We can use the extra help.> Turning serious, she handed off her rifle. <You may need this,> she sent.

Reluctantly, Salus accepted the weapon. He hoped that he wouldn’t have to use it on biologicals.

Mila ran to her ship and launched.

The entire depot contingent watched the traveler shoot skyward and disappear in two blinks of an eye.

“And a fighter?” the commander queried Salus.

“A deadly one,” Salus confirmed, which had the commander shaking his head at the chances the Radags could repel the conclave’s landing forces.

Mila cleared Balgrade’s atmosphere. Then she initiated the controller’s flight plan embedded by Salus. The traveler arced across the planet’s orbit, sending its ID.

<Greetings, Captain Pappas. This is Commodore Ticnikrok.>

<Greetings, Commodore. Do you have sufficient forces to move on the Balgrade system?> Mila inquired.

<What information do you have to share?> Ticnikrok returned.

<Sending now,> Mila replied. <Eleven Radag teams comprise the last contingent to arrive from Darmian. Three commands are based on outposts. Eight were sent to Balgrade, but that number has been reduced by one. You’ve maps of the planet and of the system identifying each location.>

Unknown to Mila, Salus had added the Balgradian transport chase sequence. While she shared with Ticnikrok, the SADEs absorbed the entire report, and their noisy laughter rocked throughout the assembled ships. It was another reason for the fleet to celebrate their adventurous Naiad captain.

<What can you tell me about the citizens’ situation?> Ticnikrok queried.

<Remarkably calm, Commodore,> Mila replied. <The Balgradians are keeping their heads down and giving the Radags no excuse to intimidate them. However, the Krackus have co-opted a number of Balgradians to act as agents. We’ve found them maintaining a detention center, arresting resistance members, and controlling a food depot.>

<Will they be hostile to our landing forces?> Ticnikrok asked.

<They might act aggressively, but one SADE can put a contingent in their place,> Mila replied, laughing. <After that, they’re totally cowed.>

<Then we have what we need, Captain. Good work,> Ticnikrok sent. <We’ll be moving on the Krackus ships and the Radag commands per the time set on your controller.>

<Do you wish to assign a Radag command to Salus and me?> Mila asked hopefully.

<Negative, Captain, I’ve something more important for you to do,> Ticnikrok sent. <I’m informed that Actinial was revealed to be a resistance leader. Furthermore, you’ve four more leaders in your protection.>

<That’s correct,> Mila sent.

<What’s the status of the Balgrade government?> Ticnikrok inquired.

<Unknown,> Mila replied.

<That’s your job, Captain,> Ticnikrok responded. <Find the system’s leaders and secure them. Also, try to determine if they’ve become Krackus supplicants.>

<Understood, Commodore,> Mila replied. <I must get below in the off chance another Radag command arrives at the food depot.>

<You’re defending a food depot?> Ticnikrok queried.

<Actually, we’d already taken the depot, which cost the Radags a command. Now, we’re distributing food to the community,> Mila explained. <Must go,> she added, cutting the link and reversing course.

“Feeding the community,” Ticnikrok murmured, as he shook his head at Mila’s actions. Then he received a link to the controller from his ship’s SADE. It held Salus’s recordings of the Radag encounter that began at the food depot.

The bridge officers of Ticnikrok’s Trident heard a bevy of the commodore’s responses. At times he groaned, chuckled, laughed, or just whispered, “Oh, no.”

Mila flew rapidly around the planet, dropped through the atmosphere, and returned to the depot. She took a few minutes to circle the area, scanning for Radags on the move. None were spotted. However, she did find many locals in the streets or aboard small, wheeled transports, who were headed for the depot.

When Mila landed, she kept the traveler clear of the gates. As she marched into the depot, she called out, “Expect company. There are hundreds of citizens headed this way.”

The Balgradian activists cheered the translation, and they indicated their preparations for her approval.

“I like it,” Mila replied, which Actinial shared. “However, you’ll need to open about twice as many crates as you have behind your makeshift tables.”

On hearing Mila’s request, the Balgradians focused on the tired Radags who were seated on the ground. They urged them to stand and threatened them with batons if they didn’t move. As the warriors didn’t know how to operate the depot’s equipment, the Balgradians had made them handle the crates by hand. It often took six Radags to move one crate.

By the time the first citizens came into view and halted outside the gates, the depot was ready. Actinial urged them forward, and the first individuals carefully approached. However, when those behind the makeshift tables offered packages of food, the citizens quickly filled whatever bags or containers they’d brought.

Other citizens arriving passed Balgradians with their arms full of food packages, and they raced toward the depot’s gates.

The depot would be busy far into the night, and the Radags and the agents would have to open many more crates.

After the distribution was well underway, Mila collected Actinial and Salus, who kept the Radag commander close to him.

<This is yours,> Salus shared, handling Mila the energy rifle.

When Mila accepted the rifle, she offered the Radag commander a wry smile. Then she spoke for Actinial’s benefit. “Our commodore is ready to move,” she said. “It’ll be tomorrow morning at Balgrade’s eighth hour by our location. Our assignment is the Balgrade leadership.”

At first, Actinial’s eyebrows rose. Then she grinned.
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In the depot, the Balgradian agents had returned before dusk, as directed, and they were put to work opening crates and handing out packages. The citizens took delight in accepting the donations from them. A few offered biting words, but most commented that it was good that the agents were finally put to good use.

The agents freed the four resistance leaders to speak with Mila, Salus, and Actinial.

“Tell us about the status of Balgrade’s leadership,” Mila requested.

Simultaneously, the resistance leaders offered their opinions, and Salus had to quiet them.

“We require facts,” Salus pointed out.

Now the resistance leaders fell silent.

Mila could guess what happened. “Tell us what you know for certain,” she requested.

Actinial stepped into the discussion. “When I was arrested and departed aboard an Imperium transport, we had an elected council of eighteen members. Are they still in place?”

The resistance leaders eyed one another, and three nodded at the fourth to speak.

“We heard regularly from the council for nearly a decade,” the male explained. “During the next few annuals after that, they addressed the citizenry less and less. We’ve not seen or heard from them for a while.”

“Were they shipped out or killed?” Mila asked.

When the leaders heard the translation, they shrugged.

“What about elections? They were supposed to be held every five annuals,” Actinial inquired.

“Krackus eliminated the elections,” the male leader explained.

“Where did the council meet?” Salus asked.

“The seat of our government is in the capital. That’s the last place where the council was seen,” the male replied.

Mila turned to regard the commander, which made him uncomfortable. It got worse when he saw everyone in the group gaze at him.

“Tell us about the Balgrade council. Where are they being kept?” Mila queried.

“This is information I don’t possess,” the commander replied to Salus’s translation.

“They’re not being guarded by Radags?” Mila pressed.

The answer via Salus was that it wasn’t necessary.

“Agents!” Actinial interjected excitedly. Then she glanced across the line of Balgradians servicing the growing number of citizens. Spotting the depot supervisor, she stalked toward him. She tapped him on the back and said, “You, come with me.”

Dutifully, the supervisor followed Actinial to join the group.

“Where are the Krackus keeping the council?” Actinial asked sternly.

“How would I know?” the supervisor objected.

Before Actinial could ask another question, she felt Mila’s hand on her arm.

“Get me information about the agents’ hierarchy,” Mila requested.

Actinial entered into an intense conversation with the supervisor. When she finished, the supervisor was excused to return to his new duties. Then Actinial explained what she learned.

“Salus, I’d like to know who gives the Radag commanders their orders,” Mila requested.

Salus smiled at the clever manner in which Mila intended to compare the supervisor’s and the commander’s information. When he spoke to the commander, he extracted the source and the location from which his orders issued.

“I think we have what we need,” Salus said with a satisfied smile. “Actinial has learned that the agents are organized by city and town. Those at the top report to a district commander. In turn, these individuals are directed by a senior member who resides in the capital. Now we learn that Radag commanders receive orders from Krackus who are also housed in the capital.”

<What’s the probability that the senior agent commanders and the governing Krackus are in the same building in the capital?> Mila inquired privately of Salus.

<To maximize convenience and efficiency, that’s the way I would organize the individuals,> Salus replied.

“What was the central building in the capital where the government’s business was conducted?” Mila asked Actinial and the male resistance leaders.

Actinial pointed at Salus’s palm, and the SADE presented a local view collected from Mila’s traveler.

Immediately, Actinial zoomed out the display and shifted it farther north. When she rotated the view, the display blanked, and she regarded Salus with a frown.

“We don’t have coverage of that portion of the planet,” Salus responded. He’d swiftly checked the traveler, but Mila’s telemetry hadn’t possessed detailed imagery of that section of Balgrade.

“We know our destination,” Mila stated definitively. “Let’s see how we can make it happen.”

Salus eyed the agents and the disgruntled warriors sitting on the ground. <If we take everyone with us, we create negative issues,> he shared.

<We leave the depot undefended, and we’re burdened with individuals who will hamper our maneuverability,> Mila quickly finished.

<Just so,> Salus replied.

Mila stepped around the ad hoc tables and addressed the huge crowd that had formed. Despite their size, they were extremely civil to one another.

<Salus, I’ll need your capabilities,> Mila sent. Addressing the vast number of citizens, she said, “I’m Captain Pappas of the conclave, and this is my good friend, Salus. We need your help. We must secure the council, who haven’t been seen for a long while. However, we’re reluctant to return this depot to the agents and these captured Radags. If we can get thirty brave volunteers to hold this location for one cycle, you’ll have completed your task. Pass the word for the volunteers to be here before dawn.”

When Salus completed his translation, Mila intended to return to the depot’s yard, but she stopped when voices called, “Captain.” Then she watched as Balgradians worked their way through the throng. Soon, more than forty citizens stood in front of her.

“What do you need us to do?” a tall male asked.

“We’ve stun batons to control the agents, but we need something to restrain the Radag warriors,” Mila explained through Salus. “Also, you need things to keep you comfortable — blankets, food, cooking equipment, and more.”

“May we take packages to our families and return with what you’ve suggested?” a female asked. When Mila nodded, “Do you wish our names?” the Balgradian asked.

Mila laughed gently. “You return, or you don’t,” she said. “We’re not Krackus, Radags, or agents.”

The female Balgradian tipped her head to Mila, stepped forward, filled her arms with packages, and wove through the assembled citizens.

Nearly an hour later, that female was the first to return with a heavy pack on her back. “Captain,” she called out from the back of the crowd. When she did, an aisle opened for her. Hands were laid on her for volunteering.

“Come around this side,” Actinial directed. Then she passed the female to Mila and Salus.

The female’s pack was full of the necessary items to cook and serve many Balgradians.

Within another hour, more than fifty Balgradians ringed the conclave members. Already, they’d produced twists of heavy line, which they used to hobble the Radags, including the commander.

The unhappy Radags sat on a row of crates with a bigger stack behind them against which to lean. They were kept warm in heavy blankets, which the citizens had brought.

Several portable heaters were warming pots of food, which six Balgradians attended, while four others prepped more food to cook.

Finally, a line of Balgradian citizens stood with batons behind the agents, who were serving. Occasionally, an agent would be rotated out to eat and rest.

<I’m amazed at the citizens’ composure,> Mila shared with Salus. <You’d think that with everything a race has suffered under the Krackus and the Radags that some of them would be hungering for a bit of revenge.>

<Perhaps, these helpful citizens are setting examples for the agents,> Salus offered.

<Do you think these citizens will be safe?> Mila asked.

<Unknown,> Salus replied. <I think if support for the commander was forthcoming, it would have been here by now.>

<Perhaps, the nearest Radag team has a long way to travel,> Mila shared with concern.

<It’s a possibility, but it’s more likely that this commander failed to communicate his situation,> Salus posited. <That would mean a Krackus or senior agent is still trying to establish contact. Before that happens, the Krackus and the senior agents will have a lot more to worry about.>

Mila grinned at Salus, who returned the expression.

When it appeared that the local citizens had the depot under control, Mila walked around with Actinial to thank the volunteers.

As Actinial kept her arm linked with Mila, none of the volunteers reached out to the captain.

When the task was finished, Mila asked, “Why does your touch signal other Balgradians not to do the same?”

Actinial offered a crooked smile and briefly ducked her head.

“Maybe, it’s better that I don’t learn that right now,” Mila said, removing her arm from Actinial’s.

Actinial watched Mila march toward the gate. The traveler was far outside the depot, and Actinial hurried to catch Mila to protect her from the crowd. It seemed odd to her that the captain would leap into a fray to protect others, but she limited the touches of those she’d recently befriended.

The original ten Balgradian males boarded the traveler with Mila, Salus, and Actinial.

Salus sat with the Balgradians, while Mila handled the ship.

Actinial used Salus’s holo-vid to direct Mila.

When the traveler lifted, the entire throng of citizens, inside and outside the depot, saluted the aliens and the brave Balgradians. Then they quickly returned to the reasons they were there.

Flying fairly low to the ground, Mila watched the city quickly recede behind her. Sparsely populated areas were interspersed between towns and cities. Not long after her ship had left the depot, a city loomed on the horizon. It was dominated by tall buildings.

<The capital?> Mila queried Salus. When she received his affirmation, she decelerated. Then she received an image from Salus, which highlighted an impressive building. Laughing, she sent, <So, what’s the plan, Salus?>

Salus shared Mila’s hearty laugh. <Stop stealing my lines, Captain,> he sent, which made Mila smile.

<I always had a fondness for the front door,> Mila returned.

<Of course, you do, Captain,> Salus returned. Then he quickly briefed the Balgradians. He thought they might be intimidated by Mila’s audacious plan, but they appeared excited. It reminded him of something Gaylene Pruitt, Mila’s friend, had often said. She called the wholesale support that Mila frequently received from others, despite the poor odds of success, as the Pappas Effect.

As Mila set down the traveler on the expansive roadway in front of the stately building, she brought traffic to a screeching halt.

Citizens abandoned their vehicles. The curious stared at the ship, and the fearful ran away.

Mila exited the pilot’s cabin with the energy rifle in her hands.

<Captain, I realize that you make good use of the rifle as intimidation, but we will be inside a building,> Salus shared.

<Good point,> Mila returned. Then she slung the rifle, returned to the cockpit, and snatched a pair of stun batons. She twirled the batons as she passed the Balgradian males, who grinned appreciatively.

Witnessing the Balgradians’ response to Mila’s actions, Salus thought, the Pappas Effect, and shook his head.

Mila scampered down the hatch steps, and the Balgradian males eagerly followed her.

Salus ensured that Actinial navigated the steep steps. Then the pair hurried to catch Mila and her entourage.

Two agents stood in front of ornate double doors. Their mouths hung open. The alien ship landing without a sound had transfixed them. Now an alien led a group of citizens, and all were armed with batons. Wisely, they drew their batons, laid them on the pavement, held up their hands, and stepped aside.

“Strip off your caps and jackets, and go home,” a resistance leader told the agents as he passed.

The ornate doors weren’t secured. They’d always been open to the public. As Mila approached them, they slid aside.

On the far side of the lobby, three attendants stood behind a semicircular counter. Their eyes grew wide as the armed group strode across the lobby.

<Salus, we need the agent commanders,> Mila sent.

“Greetings,” Salus said politely. “Please direct us to any agent commanders presently in the building.”

“We’re not allowed to give out that information,” a male attendant bravely responded.

“Tomorrow, your world will be different,” a resistance leader warned. “It’s time to make a decision as to whom you wish to support to be in charge of our system.”

A young female intuited what the male Balgradian was implying. She said, “The commanders have offices on the third floor.”

As the armed group headed for the elevators, the female attendant grabbed her coat and personal belongings. “I’m taking the rest of my duty cycle off,” she tossed over her shoulder, as she hurried across the lobby.

The younger male attendant hesitated. Then he quickly followed the female. It took the other male attendant a few moments to come to the same conclusion. He tried to preserve his dignity by walking calmly across the lobby. However, by the time he got close to the exit, he was running.

Exiting the elevators on the third floor, Mila, Salus, and the Balgradians encountered more than twelve armed agents, who brandished their batons. They’d been warned by the senior lobby attendant, who’d pressed an alarm icon on his panel.

Salus stepped in front of Mila. “Greetings, agents,” he said. “It’s in your best interest to set your batons down. Please, do so immediately.”

The agents responded by attacking.

Mila’s team raised their batons to defend themselves, but they never got to use them.

Several agents lay on the floor in pain. The others stood stock-still, while they wondered where their weapons went.

Salus dropped his load of batons on a nearby table. “Apologies for harming some of your comrades,” he said. “There were too many of you to ensure no one was injured. Be so kind as to take them to medical.”

When none of the agents moved, Mila dropped her batons and unslung her energy rifle.

Immediately, the agents were galvanized into action. They picked up their comrades and made their way to the elevator.

Mila grinned at Salus, as she returned the rifle sling to her shoulder.

<Show-off,> Salus sent privately.

Various officers stood in the corridor that Mila, Salus, and the Balgradians entered. They’d been drawn there by the noise in the lobby.

“Who is the superior officer for agents?” Salus inquired.

Several resistance leaders triggered their stun batons, and the discharges crackled.

Three officers pointed down the corridor.

Salus tasked the nearest officer, who had volunteered the information, “Lead us,” he directed.

At the end of the corridor, an officer sat behind a desk in an anteroom. He jumped up when he saw the group enter.

“Sit, and trigger the commander’s doors,” Salus ordered, which the officer quickly obliged.

The office was well furnished, and a Balgradian sat behind a huge desk. The agents’ senior commander gazed up from his work, and he froze.

“Well, look who?” a resistance leader remarked, as he and the other leaders stepped around Mila and Salus.

“One of our elected council members,” another leader responded.

“This will cost you dearly,” the ex-councilor sputtered.

“Are you sure of that?” a third leader inquired, pointing his baton toward Mila and Salus. “I’d like you to meet members of the conclave. They’ve arrived in force. Your time in office is about to end.”

The fourth leader added, “Don’t worry about your future position. You can take our places in a detention facility.”

“At this time, we require the location of any other council members,” Salus said. The SADE watched the thoughts shift through the ex-councilor’s eyes. He could see that the Balgradian commandant was thinking of ways to leverage his information.

Finally, the ex-councilor declared, “I request asylum from the conclave.” His skin’s bright hue faded in intensity on hearing laughter from Actinial and the male citizens.

Mila marched from the office and beckoned at the officer who sat nervously behind his desk. Then she returned to the ex-councilor’s office with the attaché in tow.

<Salus, ask this one the same question,> Mila sent.

Salus approached the young officer in such a way that the officer had to turn his back on the ex-councilor. Before he could ask, he saw Mila lean across the desk and spark her baton in the ex-councilor’s face to keep him quiet.

“Where are the councilors being kept?” Salus inquired of the attaché.

“Not all of them survived,” the officer replied.

“How many did, and where are they?” Salus pressed.

“Thirteen still live. They’re in the cells on the second sub-level,” the officer replied.

“Three Balgradians stay here and keep watch on this pair,” Salus directed. “The rest of you come with me.”

Mila, Actinial, and seven other Balgradians followed Salus out of the office, down the corridor, and to the elevators. Then the group descended to the second sub-level.

Originally, the level was dedicated to the storage of electronic records. However, cells had been built at the far end of the level. They were simplistic in design, requiring the pair of councilors in each cell be temporarily escorted to the refresher.

“Greetings, Councilors, it’s your independence day,” Salus said to the Balgradians in the first cell. The SADE examined the bars. There wasn’t a panel. A lock was opened by a key.

“How archaic,” Salus murmured. Then he grasped the bars and tore the entire barred section from its frame. Stepping along the double row of cells, he freed the councilors.

In one cell, an elderly councilor lay quietly on his bed.

Salus approached him. His infrared sensors told him the Balgradian produced no heat. He’d been dead more than a cycle.

“My deepest apologies, Councilors, you’ve lost another of your members,” Salus said, pointing at the cell.

“When our friend stopped talking, we thought as much,” a councilor commented.

“Seventeen were locked in these cells, but there’s one of us who was never taken into custody,” another councilor said. “We’ve not seen him since the first cycle we were incarcerated.”

“He became the agents’ commandant,” Actinial remarked sourly. “We have him in custody.”

“He’ll be taken to task for his treachery,” a councilor warned.

Addressing Salus, a councilor inquired, “Are you and the young female the extent of the rescuers?” He was taken aback by the laughter of the Balgradians, who held stun batons.

“This is Captain Mila Pappas,” Actinial said. “Her friend is Salus, a SADE. You owe your freedom as much to her as you do to Salus.”

“That’s incorrect,” Salus interjected. “I wouldn’t have attempted most of the actions that Captain Pappas initiated, but I go where she goes.”

“What now?” a councilor queried. He noted that Salus and the Balgradian rescuers regarded Mila and waited.

The councilors expected an answer from the young captain, but they heard nothing. Yet, Salus and the captain faced each other.

A councilor drew breath to ask a question, but Actinial warned him to be quiet with a Balgradian hand signal. He frowned as she tapped her temple. In fact, every baton-wielding Balgradian was tapping a temple.

<Keep them safe aboard the traveler and wait for reinforcements?> Salus queried Mila privately.

<They look like they could use clean clothes and some food,> Mila replied. <Then I think they could be of use to Balgrade.>

<In what way?> Salus asked.

<I was thinking that there must be tens of thousands of agents across the system,> Mila proffered.

<We do have the legitimate elected officials here,> Salus replied. <With our help, they could persuade the district commanders to have the agents stand down.>

<I don’t like the idea of the agents getting away with what they’ve done, but I wouldn’t like to see retribution handed out to them by angry Balgradians,> Mila mused.

<I don’t think Balgradians contemplate revenge, but it might be better to err on the side of caution,> Salus sent.

<You recover our stalwart Balgradians and the ex-councilor, and we’ll meet at the traveler,> Mila shared. Then she addressed Actinial. “Bring everyone.”

Mila’s group stepped out of two elevators into the lobby.

The Balgradian rescuers laughed at the absence of the lobby attendants and the two agents at the entrance doors.

The councilors’ steps faltered when they saw the smooth-shelled ship sitting in the roadway.

With the traffic stopped, a crowd had gathered. Many recognized their councilors, and they surged forward.

Actinial drew Mila to the side.

The citizens touched and held their councilors, sharing their energy and hopes. Bits of food and drinks were pressed into the councilors’ hands, who greedily drank every drop and ate every morsel.

“Time to move them to the traveler,” Mila said to Actinial.

Actinial raised her hands and her voice. “The captain requests your cooperation. She must have the councilors board the ship.”

The councilors saw Actinial’s protective stance near the alien captain, and they realized they’d failed to act with Balgradian etiquette. First a few, then the entire group of councilors, turned to face Mila. They touched palms together and pressed hands to foreheads.

The throng recognized the councilors’ intent, and they faced Mila to offer their thanks.

Engaged in the moment, Mila handed her batons to Actinial. Then she returned the Balgradians’ gestures.

Then Mila’s Balgradian males urged the councilors to board.

As the group headed for the traveler, Salus emerged from the lobby with four more Balgradians.

Immediately, the citizens recognized one of the figures. He’d been an elected councilor, but now he wore the uniform of an agent officer. The throng closed on Salus’s group.

<Captain, I believe we’re about to test our question of Balgradian revenge,> Salus sent.

Mila halted and turned around. She saw the citizens converge on Salus. Yelling as loud as she could, Mila shouted, “Halt!” Her voice froze the crowd, and the citizens turned to regard the female alien.

Mila waded through the citizens, ignoring those she brushed against. Actinial was right behind her.

When Mila reached Salus, she whirled to stand in front of him, as if he needed her protection. “This ex-councilor is our prisoner,” she called out, which Actinial translated. “We need him to stand down the agents across your planet and outposts. Our ships will soon free your system of the Krackus and the Radags. Act with the responsibility that I’ve come to know among Balgradians. Within two cycles, you’ll have your freedom.”

Mila didn’t wait for the citizens’ response. Instead, she marched forward, and the crowd parted to let Mila and her companions pass.

When everyone was aboard, Mila quickly lifted and headed for the first farm they’d ever visited.

“A courageous individual,” a councilor commented to a resistance leader, who nodded in agreement.

Actinial and one other Balgradian delivered the water and food that Salus handed to them.

The main cabin got quiet as every biological ate.

When the farm cluster saw the conclave ship return, they came running from their house, their storage structure, and their fields. They wore frowns, thinking that the ship would bring the authorities descending on their farm.

However, when Salus jumped out of the hatch and helped a struggling Balgradian down the hatch steps, the cluster’s members gasped. They recognized the councilor. Then they hurried to embrace the male and share their energy.

Soon, Salus had supported the descent of twelve councilors, whom the cluster greeted and helped into the house.

When the cluster was gone, Salus climbed aboard the traveler, and Mila flew toward the capital.

Following Ticnikrok’s schedule, Mila and Salus received a link from the commodore. <The flotilla is inbound,> he sent. <We’ll be able to trap every Krackus ship in the system. Travelers are descending on the outposts. Capturing the Radag teams is imminent. It’ll be a few hours before travelers drop on Balgrade to take the planet’s Radags. What’s the status of Balgrade’s official government representatives?>

When the link was established, Salus had shared the entirety of the events at the capital with Ticnikrok’s controller.

<Originally, there were eighteen council representatives,> Mila replied. <The good news is that we’ve rescued the twelve who were incarcerated. One councilor abdicated his responsibilities and became the head of the planet’s security apparatus. His officers are referred to as agents.>

<Where is he?> Ticnikrok inquired.

<In our custody,> Mila replied. <We’ve need of him. We’re hoping to use him to order the agents to stand down.>

Ticnikrok chittered softly. <As usual, Salus and you have done a thorough job, Captain,> he sent. <Stay safe until we have the planet under control.>

<Almost there, Salus,> Mila sent, as she halted the traveler’s flight high above the capital. Then she left the cockpit to join the others.

Salus was sharing the commodore’s message with the Balgradians, and Mila waited for the SADE to finish and the Balgradians, except for the ex-councilor, to celebrate.

Mila focused on the ex-councilor. “You’ve one opportunity to mitigate your treachery against your citizens,” she said, which Actinial was happy to translate. “We’ve returned to the capital. When we reach your office, you’ll send an order down the line that all agents are to stand down, release any prisoners, and go home. You’ll explain that the conclave has arrived and is taking possession of the Balgradian system to free the citizens.”

The ex-councilor glared at Mila. “I’ve seen no evidence of your threats against me,” he said. “Perhaps, you’re incapable of being ruthless. Regardless, I did what was necessary to maintain order under the Krackus. Now, unless you’ve something to offer me for my cooperation, I think I’ll just sit in this comfortable seat until you figure out where to deposit me.”

Salus observed the exchange of expressions. The ex-councilor wore a satisfied smile. In contrast, Mila’s lips were stretched in a predator’s grin.

“You should be warned,” Salus said to the ex-councilor. “I’m a SADE, who is a member of the conclave. As such, I’ll not harm you. However, the captain doesn’t belong to the organization. She’s a Naiad, an independent, if you will. Therefore, she’s not bound by the conclave’s tenets.”

Hearing Salus’s words through her link with the SADE, Mila thought it was time to bluff. She glanced left and right at two resistance leaders and said, “Bring him.”

Actinial relayed the order, and the resistance leaders snatched the ex-councilor out of his seat.

When the hatch opened, Salus held the other Balgradians back. He calculated a high probability that Mila wouldn’t follow through with her intended threat. Then again, he’d been wrong about the captain before.

While the two resistance leaders were unsure of the captain’s actions, she’d won their respect and admiration. That meant they’d wait and see.

Wind whistled sharply through the open hatchway.

The leaders halted the ex-councilor a meter from the opening, but Mila grasped the collar of his uniform and shoved him forward. Then she pushed his head down, ignoring the grasp of his hair around her wrist. “Can you fly?” she asked.

Actinial nearly laughed at Mila’s question. Instead, she tried to echo Mila’s emotional delivery, doing her best to intimidate the traitor.

The three Balgradians felt that they were walking on the edge of a cliff. Pushing the ex-councilor out the hatchway would scar them for life. Even threatening the ex-councilor in this manner was against their nature. But these three Balgradians had suffered under Krackus domination. So, they were willing to tread cautiously along the cliff on the chance of minimizing a citizens’ revolt against the Krackus and the agents.

As for the ex-councilor, he was slow to react. The initial view of the city, which was a few kilometers below, stunned him. As his fear grew, he finally found his voice. “Don’t push me out,” he cried miserably. “I’ll help you. Whatever you want.”

Mila didn’t relent. “If you fail to help us, I’m flying you up here and launching you,” she warned.

As Mila was vehement in her threat, Actinial found it difficult to relay.

But the ex-councilor didn’t need the translation. The captain’s tone carried her promise.

Mila stepped back, taking the ex-councilor with her. Suddenly, the grip of his hair on her wrist sickened her. She would have yanked her hand free, but Actinial’s firm grasp of her forearm stopped her.

Actinial stroked the ex-councilor’s hair around Mila’s wrist, and it responded by entwining her fingers.

When Mila was free, she ordered the ex-councilor be returned to his seat. He was so shaken that the leaders needed to support him.

Mila closed the hatch and leaned with her back against it.

Salus quietly approached Mila.

Mila regarded Salus. She felt miserable and it showed. Via her link with him, she shared, <If he’d refused to help us, there was just a moment when I would have pushed him out. I can’t believe I thought that.>

<Was that all you thought?> Salus asked.

<No,> Mila sent.

<Tell me,> Salus requested.

<I thought about the Balgradians, the citizens not the agents. They’re a wonderful race,> Mila explained. <When I thought of the agents, I didn’t want to see the citizens exacting a measure of revenge on them. That was what made me angry.>

<Biologicals can’t eliminate their emotions,> Salus shared gently. <The best of your kind embrace the uplifting emotions and attempt to control the darker ones. This time, you managed to resist one we must think of as extremely dark.>

<And what about next time?> Mila asked.

<Your life will be filled with many challenges of this kind,> Salus counseled. <Each one will be yours to overcome, but I’ve confidence in you, Captain.>

Mila threw her arms around Salus’s neck and held on for a few minutes.

The Balgradians quietly observed the pair. Each of them, especially the ex-councilor, was grateful that a moral disaster had been averted.

During the following hours, the planet’s agents repeatedly received orders to stand down. The great majority obeyed, including the agents at the detention centers, who freed their prisoners.

Word spread among the citizens that the agents had been sent home. The hungry headed to the food depots and organized them into distribution centers. Others drove or ran to the detention centers to help their cluster members.

When the Radag commanders learned that the conclave had arrived, they surrendered. It was the message that peacekeepers waited to collect them that made laying down their weapons palatable.

The twelve councilors were reinstalled, and they announced they would serve for only two annuals. Then elections would be held.

Juno and Kelley offered the possibility of keeping the Krackus resident in the system to teach the Balgradians their tech. To their surprise, the councilors said they would take the offer under advisement. They stated it was necessary to speak to Captain Pappas first. Then they would respond.

Mila was eating in a Liberation meal room, when Juno shared what the council required.

<What should I tell them?> Mila asked Juno and Kelley.

<Be true to yourself, Captain,> Kelley replied.

When Mila entered the Liberation’s bay, Salus was waiting beside the traveler.

<This should be a change, Captain,> Salus sent.

<You mean no one will be trying to kill us?> Mila teased.

<Precisely,> Salus replied. He was comforted by Mila’s recovery from her experience with the ex-councilor.

Across the Balgrade system, there had been hundreds of acts of revenge, but none of the agents had died from their humiliating experiences.

Mila expected a quick session with the councilors. That part happened as she expected. She’d told the councilors that they should make use of the Krackus before sending them packing.

Then the councilors escorted Mila and Salus from the building.

Actinial met the pair at the lobby’s exit. “Be calm, Captain,” she whispered.

Then the councilors, conclave members, and Actinial exited the building. Tens of thousands of Balgradians had jammed every meter of sidewalk and roadway space.

A councilor addressed the huge throng via a comm system. He thanked the conclave for its assistance and for returning Actinial. Then he focused on Mila and Salus to the crowd’s delight.

As citizens surged forward, their natural tendencies driving them, Actinial stepped behind Mila and threw her arms around her. The crowd halted and resorted to paying their respects.

The councilor’s words ended with Balgrade’s eternal thanks for Salus’s and Mila’s efforts, pronouncing them as Balgradian citizens, which the throng cheered.

<That’s enough celebration for me,> Mila shared with Salus.

The pair raised their hands in thanks for the honors. Then Salus led the way to the ship with Mila and Actinial close behind him.

At the hatch, the four resistance leaders waited for Mila and Salus. Salus shook their hands and boarded.

Mila released the breath that she’d been holding. Then she smiled at the first leader and briefly hugged him. She did the same for the other three leaders.

The resistance leaders had seen Actinial protect her from the embraces of Balgradians. They accepted her choice to hug them as a brave tribute.

Then Mila turned toward Actinial, and she opened her arms.

The two females held each other for a while as the throng of Balgradians watched.

Mila felt Actinial’s hair curl around her neck and gently stroke her skin.

“Continue to take small steps, young one,” Actinial whispered. “Some cycle, you’ll achieve the peace you deserve.”

When they released each other, Mila touched Actinial’s cheek. “Thank you,” she said. Then she climbed the hatch steps and stopped in the hatchway. Turning to face the crowd, she raised a hand high above her head.

Salus took that moment to slowly lift the traveler.

The last sight the numerous Balgradians saw of their captain was as she disappeared into the clouds.
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11: Multiple Challenges

HOME WORLDS

BEYOND QUELLER ANOMALY

Opal flew Julien planetside to observe the progress of the Monkfred matriarchs and calf pairs on the Yeret world.

It wasn’t necessary for him to personally visit when all the information he required was on the Freedom’s massive controller.

However, Opal knew why Julien made the visits.

In Julien’s opinion, he was achieving the kind of progress with races that epitomized Alex Racine’s ambitions. An arid world was blooming with the water from ice asteroids that had circled the planet’s star for billions of annuals.

The Monkfreds had faced extinction on their home world. Furthermore, disingenuous offers from the Utilimats had risked the lives of many matriarchs, calves, and riders.

By the time Julien rescued the two races, grazers and riders, sizable portions of the herds had been lost. Part of the rescue plan had been a request to the Judimal Council and Judimal Yathal to allow the matriarchs to raise their newborns on the Yeret planet until the calves were old enough to graze with the herd on their home world.

Julien’s request had been accepted. The Yerets celebrated the idea by using their free time to plant grass seeds of the types the matriarchs liked and young trees that would bear fruit for the riders.

As the traveler dropped through the clouds, Julien, who was linked to the controller, saw that more than a third of the planet’s face in his view was greening. Within another two annuals, the planet wouldn’t need their help. Much of the water they were supplying was making its way into deep aquifers.

Opal flew toward a pond that Captain Ophorous recommended. As she neared the destination, she lowered the rear ramp, and Julien walked the length of the traveler to sit on the ramp’s edge, as he was wont to do.

Above the pond, Julien watched Yeret children scrubbing the calves, who loved the attention. Occasionally, a calf would use its short snout to spray water on the children, who screamed in delight.

Adult Yerets had built a series of platforms about the height of a matriarch’s back. This was a compromise for the two races. Many of the fruits the riders liked were juicy. Eating them on the matriarchs’ backs resulted in quick dips in the ponds, and the riders complained of getting wet. As an arboreal race, they eschewed water any deeper than their hands.

Now the matriarchs would draw near the platforms and the riders would jump onto them to get to baskets of delicious fruit. The matriarchs didn’t allow their riders aboard with fruit. The compromise seemed to be working, while the two races were on the Yeret planet.

Julien sat for a long while observing the interplay of the races. Alex, I think you’d enjoy sitting with me and watching this, he thought.

As Julien stood, the matriarchs who’d been watching him blasted the air with their trumpeting. The Yeret adults and children briefly stopped their work to raise a hand to the SADE. Then they quickly returned to caring for the Monkfreds.

<Time to go to work,> Julien shared with Opal.

<Captain Gistamia and the senior commanders aren’t happy,> Opal returned.

<Arriving with any more than one Trident sends the wrong message,> Julien responded.

<Did you know the pool was exhausted? No one won,> Opal sent.

<Who bet on the longest period before I returned?> Julien inquired.

<I did,> Opal replied, which made Julien laugh. <Why do you think the Tekstria will still be there?>

<I’m not convinced they’ll be where I sent them,> Julien replied. <They might have moved on. Then again, if they chose to stay, they would need a long length of time to decide to take another path. Also, after they reached a conclusion, I would want them to live with it for a while.>

<What if they’re ready to engage with us?> Opal queried.

<Plan B,> Julien responded.

Then it was Opal’s turn to laugh.

When Julien and Opal returned to the Freedom, Opal’s words fell short of reality.

Gistamia, the Trident commanders, and the SADEs weren’t just unhappy. They were adamant that Julien was taking too great a risk.

When Julien linked to the substantial conference, his kernel flashed on the number of times that this had happened to Alex for the exact same reason.

<Julien, you’re giving the Tekstria too much credit,> Gistamia began. <While your judgments about them in the first engagement were appropriate, we know little about them.>

<Options that the Tekstria might be considering,> a SADE prefaced. Then Julien received a series of possible actions that the Tekstria might take.

The critical assumption in each case was that the Tekstria saw the conclave as adversarial. As such, they believed that the best option was to wait for Julien. They would see him as the individual directing the conclave forces, and they’d be right about that. Then it would be incumbent on them to remove him from the equation.

The remainder of each scenario presented the various paths by which the Tekstria could accomplish their aim.

Julien knew the SADEs were behind the orchestrations. They were too well conceived. He had to admit that he’d not considered some of the possible treacherous actions. Primarily, that was because he’d not given his encounter with the Tekstria much thought. Apparently, his senior individuals had done just that.

The scenarios often relied on the lack of information about Tekstria ships and their armament. Nothing was known about the warships’ maneuverability, acceleration, and ability to track a ship through the dark.

<I wait to hear the compromise that I’m sure is prepared,> Julien sent. In a tick of time, he received a link to the Freedom’s controller. With a quick review, he replied, <Acceptable. However, variations won’t be allowed without my approval.>

When Julien received Gistamia’s and the commanders’ approval, he noted the SADEs were silent. That meant they would enact any variations they thought necessary if they believed Julien was in danger. As far as he was concerned, being saved from an error in judgment was simply fine with him.

Only a small portion of the Tridents stayed with the Freedom to support the planet’s watering. Gistamia took the opportunity to station a Trident near the mouth of the anomaly. If the Utilimat warships arrived with their bead-filled missiles, he didn’t want a delay in summoning additional resources.

Opal landed aboard a Trident. She’d received the Trident first officer’s instructions to transfer from the Liberation before she’d even asked. While not having any proof, Opal suspected that this was part and parcel of the SADEs’ intent to protect Julien. They were convinced that Opal operated with an independence that Julien’s directives wouldn’t be able to override if conditions turned dangerous.

The Trident flotilla set sail for the ill-fated icy planet where the matriarchs, calves, and riders were transported by the Utilimats. It was also the planet where many of the Monkfreds died.

Julien had chosen that location for the Tekstria because they knew it too. It was where the Tekstria had eliminated two Utilimat warships. Now that he considered that encounter, he realized he’d missed the moment to ask if the Tekstria warships had suffered any damage. That was one of the items that the SADEs had often pointed out in their scenarios. Then again, hindsight after a dangerous encounter with overwhelming forces was always a gift to the survivors.

∞

The flotilla halted deep in the dark outside the system, which held the icy planet, and Julien’s Trident transited toward the system’s rim alone.

When the Trident exited the dark, the captain slowly decelerated. Initial telemetry indicated the Tekstria fleet waited above the ecliptic in line with the habitable planet.

<Get us closer, Captain,> Julien shared.

The Trident accelerated and made a transit that brought the tri-hull within several hundred thousand kilometers of the Tekstria warships.

<Unusual configuration,> Opal noted.

Julien eyed the warships’ distribution. They were roughly parsed into thirds, and they kept the huge nursery ship between them.

<This would seem to represent a disagreement,> the Trident’s SADE opined.

A single warship ventured from one of the three groups to approach the Trident, and the ship’s SADE established a link with the Tekstria warship.

“We’ve been waiting for you, Julien,” a voice said. It was the last Tekstria with whom Julien had spoken.

<Does the present ship configuration represent a problem in making a decision?> Julien inquired.

“Perceptive,” the voice replied. “We’ve debated until we realized that no common solution could be found. In this regard, we’re no longer Tekstria.”

<What are you?> Julien inquired.

“Tekstria reach agreement. That’s our nature’s primary drive,” the voice explained. “Without agreement, we’re no longer a collective.”

<What happens now?> Julien inquired.

“The issue must be solved in the ancient way,” the Tekstrian explained.

<Which is what?> Julien pressed.

“Typically, a challenge is given, and it is accepted,” the Tekstrian replied. “However, in our circumstances, we’re presented with a dilemma, and we request your assistance.”

<You’ve three groups of warships,> Julien sent. <I’d like to know the thoughts of each group.>

“Individually?” the voice queried doubtfully.

<My apologies for expressing my request inaccurately,> Julien shared. <I’d like to know the consensus reached by each group.>

The Tekstrian made a noise, which Julien assumed was a manner in which the speaker expressed understanding of an error.

“Those ships, which I represent, have come to the conclusion that you offer Tekstria a different path. We’re intrigued by where this might lead us, and we wish to continue our dialog with you,” the voice replied.

<And the other two groups?> Julien queried.

“Those Tekstria aboard the ships nearest you wish to continue in the old way,” the voice explained. “They’ll hunt the Utilimat race and prosecute them for destroying unarmed explorer ships.”

Julien sent a quick message to the ship’s SADE to identify the hull markings of every Tekstria ship by group.

The Tekstrian continued, “The third collection of ships hold individuals who are willing to abandon the old ways but who don’t wish your contributions. They would sail and seek their own path.”

<What are you requesting of us?> Julien asked.

“According to our historical information, challenges usually came from a small but adamant group,” the Tekstrian explained. “When the challenge was complete, radical thinking was abolished, and the collective resumed.”

Julien understood the problem, and he sent, <Now you’ve two groups departing from the path, and the Tekstria are divided into nearly three equal parts.>

“This is our dilemma,” the Tekstrian agreed. “It’s doubtful that the fleet will survive the challenges. Therefore, we’ve reached agreement on one aspect of this divide. We respectfully ask that you care for our nursery ship until the challenge is completed.”

<And if there are no survivors?> Julien inquired.

“Then you must do as you think best,” the Tekstrian replied.

<What about other Tekstria?> Julien inquired.

“Fleets with nursery ships have long since dispersed,” the voice replied. “Communications with them has ended. We can offer no advice about them.”

<And if I choose not to accept the responsibility?> Julien queried.

“Then the challenges will be accepted here, and there’s no doubt that the nursery ship will be destroyed by errant fire,” the Tekstrian replied.

<In that case, I agree to your request,> Julien quickly replied.

The voice issued an unusual noise. Julien surmised that it might have been equivalent to a human’s ironic chuckle. When he asked for the Tekstrian’s thought, the voice said, “Those in my group were confident you would accept the responsibility. In the other two groups, they reasoned that opinion was absurd. They often asked, ‘Why would an alien care for Tekstria?’”

<Is there no way to resolve the disagreements without the challenges?> Julien asked.

The sound similar to an ironic chuckle was heard. “This would be the only other thing on which we agreed,” the Tekstrian said. “This will be handled in the ancient way.”

<Where will you go to conduct your challenges?> Julien inquired.

“I can’t tell you, Julien,” the Tekstrian replied. “These rituals must be conducted privately. Before I go, I would like to say that meeting you and your collection of races was a unique experience in my lifetime. If I’m granted a second opportunity, I will enjoy engaging in more discussions.”

Julien wasn’t given any opportunity to respond. The link had dropped.

<The Tekstria warship is returning to the fold,> the Trident captain shared. Having followed Julien’s discussion via the ship’s SADE, he increased the distance from the Tekstria fleet by an order of ten.

For nearly half a cycle, Julien’s Trident sat, while they waited for something to happen. When it did, it wasn’t leisurely and organized. Instead, each group’s formation disintegrated, and ships flew in the same general direction. Soon, the only ship remaining behind was the enormous nursery vessel.

<Julien, congratulations!> Opal sent. <Against all conceivable odds, you might have become the parent of a new race.>

<I’m sure there’s humor in that thought somewhere, Opal,> Julien replied dryly.

<Apologies, Julien, I’m still a digital sentient in training in this regard,> Opal sent. <On a serious note, should we check on the ship to ensure its operating in good order?>

<I think the Tekstria speaker would have warned me if care was needed immediately,> Julien replied.

On Julien’s request, the Trident flotilla joined his tri-hull. Then the conclave members waited for an additional five cycles.

When that waiting period ended, it was the SADEs’ consensus that none of the Tekstria warships had survived the challenges.

It would be a long while before there was confirmation of that conclusion.

The three warship groups had set themselves far apart, choosing a starting point on the surface of a defined sphere. With linked chronometers that signaled the start, they launched under full acceleration toward one another.

Missiles and energy weapons were fired continuously by the ships’ tactical computers at the appropriate times. With similar size groups rushing at one another, the outcome was a foregone conclusion. There was enough ordnance in play to destroy three times the combined masses of the fleets. Then, despite computer tracking and maneuvering, there were ship collisions. Those massive detonations produced debris that destroyed other ships, even as missiles and energy beams struck.

Miraculously, a few damaged ships briefly survived. The Tekstria aboard them bravely fought the fires and failing ship systems. In the end, and with no one to rescue them, every individual succumbed.

In the future, conclave ships would register the spreading energy waves that originated from the direction the Tekstria fleet had taken.

In the present moment, the conclave members were led to the unenviable conclusion that it was time to investigate the nursery ship.

<Julien, we’ve reached consensus,> his Trident’s SADE sent. <There isn’t a means by which we can remotely gain control of the nursery ship’s systems. The ship might have some means of navigating dependent on the fleet’s movements. Then again, it might be that the Tekstria have a unique method of communicating to that ship’s systems.>

<Oops,> Opal teased.

<Does seem to be an important question that I didn’t have an opportunity to ask,> Julien offered. <But I’m sure you’ll find a way to correct the mistake, Opal.>

There were several things that Opal didn’t like about Julien’s last statement, but she wasn’t prepared to dwell on them.

<I need a survey of that ship,> Julien shared with the other SADEs.

Captains were offered apologies while the SADEs took control of the Tridents. Then the tri-hulls were positioned around the nursery’s hull. When imaging overlap was achieved, the SADEs analyzed every centimeter of the hull.

<With regret, Julien, there’s no means by which we can enter the hull,> a SADE sent. <We can see airlock hatches, which probably aid servicing, and we can identify shuttle doors, but there aren’t controls we can access.>

<We’ll do it manually,> Julien responded. <Let me know when you’re ready.>

Two conclave hours later, Opal launched a cargo model traveler. It was loaded with SADEs and equipment. Like the SADEs, she wore an enviro-suit.

The SADEs had chosen an airlock hatch as the easiest means of entry.

Following visual cues delivered to her, Opal guided the traveler’s aft end to the hatch, which was about a third of the ship’s length back from the bow. Locking the controller to the ship’s position, she closed her faceplate and hurried to join the SADEs.

Julien wasn’t present among the SADEs, who had decided he wasn’t to be allowed aboard the nursery vessel until it was judged to be safe.

A SADE used a touch of nanites paste on the hatch and then applied heat and oxygen with a specialized torch. Swiftly, the nanites ate a small hole in the metal. Having confirmed that the paste would work, the SADE used enough nanites paste to open a hole through the hatch.

Then every SADE stepped clear. With heat and oxygen, the hatch was soon breeched, with atmosphere blowing out through the small opening. SADEs and Opal could feel the air press against their suits, but, surrounded by vacuum, they couldn’t hear the air shriek through the hole.

Next, a SADE used the nanites paste to outline a moderately sized rectangle on the hatch. Then four SADEs worked together to oxygenate and warm the nanites on each side of the rectangle to cut through the hatch.

When the work was complete, the cut section of hatch was placed inside the traveler.

Then Opal was sent through the opening. At first, she thought this was the means by which Julien retaliated for some of her comments. Then it occurred to her that this wasn’t something Julien would do. So, she considered other factors. Recalling the SADEs who boarded the traveler, she perceived the answer. As a sister, her Méridien avatar was by far the smallest.

Crawling through the hatch cutout, Opal followed the SADEs’ instructions to view every section of the airlock. When she was finished, she waited for their analysis. It wasn’t immediately forthcoming.

After a while, a SADE sent, <Return to the traveler, Opal.>

Opal crawled back through the hole and joined the SADEs, who retreated to the traveler’s passenger cabin and closed the hatch.

Then the group communed with Julien, the remainder of the SADEs, the captains, and the chief engineers.

When Opal’s images were shared, a captain queried, <Where are the airlock’s readouts, not to mention the safety controls?>

<Precisely,> a SADE aboard the traveler remarked.

<The Tekstria didn’t operate with implants when they landed on the Monkfred planet,> Julien pointed out. <Therefore, they had to communicate with the nursery ship via instrumentation.>

<Julien, why don’t we have the traveler ping across a broad range of frequencies and see if we get a response?> Opal proposed.

<A workable idea,> a SADE responded.

Immediately, a program was created that directed the traveler’s controller to ping at every frequency, beginning with the lowest tone, one cycle per second.

Despite the numerous tests, the controller managed to run through a tremendous number of tests in a short period of time. When it stopped, it reported a response at the upper limit of a human’s hearing.

The SADEs analyzed the response and devised another program.

This time the controller used the conclave-Tekstria language database and sent all manner of requests and directives focused on the hatch.

After a while, the controller received an answer to a directive. The ship had sent, <Unable to comply with the request. Outer hatch of airlock has suffered damage. Request repair.>

The SADEs replaced the cutout portion of the hatch and used different nanites to seal it into place. Possessing the correct frequency and the means by which to direct the ship, the SADEs were prepared to investigate the nursery vessel.

<Ready for entry,> a SADE sent to the flotilla, which was a signal for the tri-hulls to retreat.

This was another reason that the SADEs wouldn’t allow Julien to join them. No one knew how the ship might respond to unauthorized entry. Individuals surmised that the Tekstria would have disarmed security measures. Others argued that there were three groups, and two of them might have allowed the conclave to defend the nursery vessel but not board it.

A SADE sent a request to the nursery ship for entry, directing his signal at the hatch. The ship complied by swinging the outer hatch open.

There was room for three SADEs with enviro-suits inside the airlock. As there was no means to lock the hatch manually, after boarding, a SADE requested the outer hatch be closed. Likewise, the same SADE had to request the atmosphere be cycled, and, again, that the inner hatch be opened.

The three SADEs stepped into a dark corridor, which their suit lights lit.

Choosing to test the ship’s general responses, a SADE asked for status. The ship responded with, <Define system.>

Knowing that Julien was specifically interested in the ship’s overall operational status, the SADE queried every system that occurred to him. When the ship’s replies were finished, the SADE asked which systems weren’t queried.

The answer was illuminating. The ship had sent the name of five systems, which didn’t sound familiar to the SADEs.

<Think like biological parents,> a New Terran captain sent. <You have to grow the embryos, birth the babies, and raise the children.>

Suddenly, the ship’s details about various tanks made sense. The ship had given a report of temperatures and other factors and as to whether the tanks were operating within required parameters.

The SADEs chose to physically investigate the ship rather than interrogate the ship’s controller. They discovered that the ship was heavily sectioned, and they had to request hatches be opened for them every ten or fifteen meters.

For fifteen cycles, the SADEs explored the massive ship. Their collection of visuals was astounding to those remaining aboard the Tridents.

Massive tanks filled with pinkish fluid were circulated by infusions of oxygen. Millions of tiny eggs swirled through the fluid. Four compartments were dedicated to collections of hundreds of tanks.

Overhead of each compartment ran rails that allowed equipment to service the tanks. This included siphons that could suck the eggs from the tanks.

The SADEs attempted to follow the processes from section to section but they were hampered by a lack of information and access. In most cases, it was a matter of stitching together what each ship’s section presented.

What occurred to the SADEs was astounding.
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12: What Now?

The SADEs retreated from the nursery ship, and Opal returned them to their Tridents. They assimilated their vids and data into a presentation for Julien, who’d witnessed much of their original recordings.

Aboard Julien’s Trident, the controller displayed the SADEs’ presentation on the holo-vid and transmitted it to every other tri-hull.

When the presentation finished, the questions from biologicals poured toward Julien.

<Julien, help us understand what we’ve seen,> a captain requested. <The eggs were collected, but they didn’t appear to develop into fetuses.>

<Understand that everything I say in response to the questions will be conjecture on my part,> Julien cautioned. <The eggs appear to assimilate.>

<Why would they attach to one another?> a chief engineer queried.

<We surmise that the Tekstria have tinkered with the genetic nature of the eggs. This assimilation step happens out of sight of the SADEs,> Julien replied. <When the genetically altered eggs were injected into the small cylinders, they formed colonies, which developed into the amorphous masses the SADEs recorded.>

<Julien, those masses were nearly transparent. We didn’t see much differentiation. No organs were formed,> a pilot pointed out.

<Admittedly, our information about the Tekstria is woefully inadequate,> Julien responded. <You’re correct that the formation of an endo- or an exoskeleton, as well as major organs, isn’t visible. Nonetheless, within the nursery, each amorphous growth is treated as a single entity, as seen by the fact it develops in a separate cylinder.>

<Any idea why, after the masses fill nearly every tank, we don’t see their final development?> a captain inquired.

<Many ideas have been offered about the final stages. However, consensus hasn’t been formed,> Julien explained. <The most prominent thought is that there are some complex steps that complete development and educate the newly formed Tekstria.>

<Julien, when the Tekstria descended on the Monkfreds’ planet in their shuttle and wore the humanoid suits, were they single entities in the suits or were they a necessary division of the collective?> a crew chief queried.

<Excellent question, for which I’ve no answer,> Julien replied.

<What now?> an engineer inquired. <This ship is fully automated. Is it going to continue to turn out mature Tekstria? If so, where are they supposed to go?>

<Your questions bring us to the central issue,> Julien replied. <I’m formulating a message for other Tekstria fleets and requesting their help. In the meantime, we can’t leave the nursery ship unprotected.>

<Are we taking it to the Yeret system?> Opal asked.

<It would seem to be the most logical place to take it,> Julien replied.

<That could mean that a Tekstria fleet arrives there in response to your message, Julien. Isn’t that endangering the Yerets and the conclave fleet?> a captain inquired.

<I’ve considered that,> Julien replied. <However, I’m open to suggestions about how to manage our presence in this area of space and remain true to my acceptance of responsibility for this ship.>

This was at the core of the SADEs’ nature. Assurances given were inviolate. It didn’t matter the difficulty in trying to remain true to what was promised. No one had repeatedly proven that to them more than a biological named Alex Racine.

After a period of silence, Opal chose to return the conversation to the next logical step. She sent, <Julien, I’ve not heard from the SADEs how to sail the nursery ship.>

<Regrettably, it wasn’t discovered, which means it’s our next step,> Julien replied.

Opal collected the SADEs again, and they returned to the repaired airlock.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t an easy task to communicate to an alien ship the complex commands to accelerate, transit to a new location, exit the dark, and decelerate.

The SADEs were involved with queries and responses for several cycles before they were assured that their commands could be understood. Even then, they weren’t confident that the ship wouldn’t produce a query that required a response.

The only way to satisfy the uncertain condition was to place a traveler aboard the nursery ship and keep a SADE resident.

<Julien, I’ll pilot the traveler,> Opal sent. <I just need a SADE aboard who was part of the investigation.>

<Your presence isn’t necessary, Opal,> Julien responded.

<I disagree, Julien,> Opal swiftly returned. <We’ve no idea of the conditions that will be met while this nursery ship sails. The SADE who is on duty will need backup. That backup must remain aboard the traveler to accommodate a quick exit, if necessary.>

<Exit to where?> Julien queried. <No traveler has ever been tested entering or exiting the dark.>

<If that was the SADEs’ consensus, why would they request a traveler be placed aboard the nursery ship?> Opal retorted. <It’s because some chance is better than no chance. The conclave has offered me a new existence. It’s time I shared in the risks that SADEs routinely take.>

Despite Julien’s reluctance, he had to admit that Opal had a right to request that she pilot the traveler, and Pauline, a fairly new Méridien SADE, volunteered to be aboard the nursery ship with Opal.

Opal and Pauline boarded a traveler and sailed to the Tekstria ship. Pauline signaled the ship for entrance to a bay, but when the doors opened, it appeared full of equipment. The fourth bay that Pauline tried proved to be a fortunate choice, and Opal slipped the traveler into the bay.

The nursery ship’s oxygen levels were too low for conclave biologicals. As for the temperature, it was also uncomfortable for most biologicals, but Pauline would be able to tolerate it. She did test her ability to communicate with the ship from the bay, but that proved uneven, at best.

When the Trident flotilla was ready, Pauline, who’d made her way about halfway to the bow, connected to the ship and shared the destination’s coordinates. The SADEs had already oriented their star map to that possessed by the Tekstria ship.

<All data is loaded. Ready to get underway,> Pauline relayed to Opal, who stood outside the bay. In turn, the sister shared that with Julien via her link to the traveler’s controller.

<Engage,> Julien replied, which Opal relayed in reverse.

The flotilla waited for the nursery ship’s numerous engines to fire, but nothing happened.

<Oops,> Opal sent privately to Pauline, which made the young SADE snicker.

Pauline queried the ship for the reason that it wasn’t proceeding toward the destination.

<Request contradicts primary instructions,> the ship replied.

<Detail primary instruction contradicting the request,> Pauline sent.

<Request originates internally,> the ship replied.

<Must the request originate externally?> Pauline asked.

<Affirmative,> the ship responded.

<Julien, Pauline believes she identified the problem,> Opal sent. <She thinks the ship is meant to follow a Tekstria warship. If you put a Trident in front of this huge vessel, communicate to it to follow the instructions given, and ease your Trident forward, then this ship should fire its engines and follow you.>

Consensus from the SADEs was that they had no opinion. The advice from Opal and Pauline didn’t appear to be logical. However, everything about the Tekstria defied custom.

Julien’s directive to place his Trident in front of the nursery ship was ignored. He released a mental sigh and waited.

Another Trident slipped in front of the Tekstria ship. The SADE aboard initiated contact and instructed the ship to observe the directive to sail to a new destination.

<Confirmed,> was the only word the ship sent. Then its extensive array of engines ignited.

Opal grinned and sent, <How does it feel, Pauline, to know that you’re the captain of the greatest ship the conclave has ever commanded?>

<It’d feel a lot safer if I knew I was truly in command instead of playing hide-and-seek with the ship’s command menu,> Pauline replied.

<There is that,> Opal admitted. <Why did you volunteer?>

<I might better ask you that question, Opal,> Pauline returned. <As Julien’s personal shuttle pilot, you could have almost any task you might request.>

<You identified exactly why I needed to volunteer,> Opal shared.

After a few ticks of time to process what Opal had sent, Pauline returned, <I suppose it’s the same for me. I’m the youngest SADE in the flotilla. Other SADEs have shouldered much more risk than me. At times, I feel that I’m being protected. Then again, I might have simply felt that I was unprepared to take on the tasks that they did.>

After nearly two hours, Opal and Pauline still hadn’t felt the energy wave that indicated they were entering the dark.

Pauline commented, <Huge ship that doesn’t go anywhere fast.>

<Isn’t that strange though?> Opal returned. <The Tekstria acted like the nursery was precious to them. They even took pains to ensure that Julien would care for it if none of them returned from the challenges.>

<Yet, this ship is incapable of a quick escape,> Pauline finished.

<Precisely,> Opal replied. <Doesn’t that seem odd to you?>

<Not if you think in terms of the trouble we’ve had communicating to the ship,> Pauline pointed out.

Opal chuckled. <Yes, you’re right,> she shared. <We forgot to command the ship to accelerate at maximum output.>

<As you’re wont to say, Opal, oops!> Pauline replied, laughing.

Nearly three hours passed before the nursery ship reached escape velocity and transited. Then Pauline felt confident enough to join Opal in the traveler. Sister and SADE spent the journey sharing the events that had shaped their lives.

When they felt the energy wave of exiting the dark, Opal connected to a Trident. <Status?> she requested urgently.

<Greetings, Opal and Pauline,> a SADE replied. <The transit was successful. We’re outside the Yeret system. At the moment, we’re waiting for the nursery ship to invert and decelerate.>

A few minutes later, SADE and sister felt the ship swing on its horizontal axis. Then the engines greatly increased their thrust.

Realizing the amount of g-force applied by the engines, Opal shared privately with Pauline, <I don’t see how the developing Tekstria could withstand these pressures.>

<Maybe they don’t,> Pauline offered. <I’ve thought about the immense size of this ship and about the number of crew required for a fixed number of warships.>

<You’re saying that we’re riding in a facility with production capability that’s far greater than demand,> Opal surmised.

<Unless you factor in waste,> Pauline returned. <What if every time this nursery ship moves there’s considerable damage to the developing masses?>

<The nursery ship must start with an enormous cellular mass to be prepared to deliver the necessary numbers needed by the warships,> Opal surmised. <Of course, it occurs to me we might have made false assumptions.>

<Such as?> Pauline prompted.

<How long do Tekstria live?> Opal replied. <Is it short compared to most biological races? If so, they would need a greater rate of replacement. And here’s another one. What if adult Tekstria, who serve as crew, are as susceptible to acceleration and deceleration forces as are the developing Tekstria?>

<That makes you wonder how the Tekstria could have survived for so many millennia,> Pauline mused.

<I would imagine it was a combination of isolation and their collective nature,> Opal offered. <If they remained undiscovered for a great length of time, they would be able to use their collective nature to overcome most of the obstacles that would challenge any developing race.>

Pauline sent their musings to the nearest SADE, who shared them with the flotilla.

Again, it was a while before the ship came to rest, and Pauline and Opal waited until the engines shut down. Immediately afterward, a SADE confirmed that the ship was on station outside the Yeret system’s far rim.

Then Pauline extracted their traveler from the bay via directives to the ship, and Opal made for Julien’s Trident.

Before SADE and sister could disembark, Julien joined them and requested they make for the home world.

Opal worked her way to the Yeret planet via the use of massive planets to restore her grav power cells. Then she dropped through dark clouds saturated with moisture. In fact, she landed in the midst of a tremendous downpour.

<Julien, you don’t think we’re overdoing this watering business, do you?> Opal inquired, as she gazed out the hatch at the water flooding the street between her ship and the steps to the admin building.

<It definitely requires we examine the water absorption rate,> Julien returned. Adding Pauline to the link, he shared, <The SADEs are proud of the way in which you handled your tasks, and they found your musings about the nature of Tekstria society to be enlightening.>

<Well, Julien, you know how it is. You put two females on a ship by themselves with nothing to do, and you’re bound to get insightful thoughts,> Pauline quipped, which made the three of them laugh.

<Julien, wait for the Yerets before you disembark,> Captain Ophorous sent.

<Apparently, we’re about to be rescued,> Julien shared with his companions.

The trio watched four Yerets hurry from the admin building. They carried a tarp at each corner. When the foursome reached the traveler, they stepped apart and stretched the material, creating a canopy.

“Generous of you,” Julien complimented the Yerets, who didn’t seem to mind getting wet.

The admin building’s front entrance had a new installation. The outer doors slid apart, and the group entered a vestibule. Powerful fans in the overhead activated and pushed out warm dry air. In the grated floor, vacuum pumps sucked the moisture delivered by the topside fans. In less than a minute, the group was dry.

The Yerets displayed pleasant smiles to Julien, who replied, “Clever and extremely useful.”

In the conference room on the top floor, Judimal Yathal and ex-Utilimat Captains Uferus and Ophorous waited for the trio.

Yathal gestured toward seats as he said, “Julien, while we’re eternally grateful for your assistance, we’re always nervous about your return. Do we have a reason to be concerned this time?”

Julien smiled and introduced Pauline. Then he replied, “The huge ship outboard of your system is an automated nursery ship.”

“Will the owners of that ship come looking here to recover it?” Yathal inquired.

“That’s a question in two parts,” Pauline pointed out. “The Tekstria fleet, which guarded the nursery ship, developed conflicting conclusions about the future. They issued what they called challenges to one another. The nursery ship was left in Julien’s care. Then they sailed off to settle their differences. They never returned.”

“Then the owners won’t be coming here,” Yathal surmised.

“Julien broadcast a message,” Opal explained. “He hopes that another Tekstria fleet will arrive to take charge of the nursery ship.”

“What’s the nature of these fleets?” Uferus queried.

“Warships with unknown armament,” Julien replied.

“Then they’re extremely dangerous,” Yathal concluded.

“If the Tekstria become aggressive, they can be quickly neutralized by threatening the nursery ship with tri-hulls,” Julien responded.

“What if no one ever shows up?” Yathal asked.

At that moment, Ophorous uttered a gasp. “Apologies,” she quickly said. “I reviewed vids from the investigation that took place aboard the nursery ship,” she explained. “The nature of the Tekstria boggles the mind.”

Yathal looked at Julien for an explanation, and the SADE spread his hands in supplication, adding, “There’s so much we don’t know about the Tekstria. The manner in which they generate young is completely unknown to us, and the final steps of the processes weren’t visible to our passive investigation.”

“If the ship is totally automated, how did you get it here?” Uferus inquired.

Pauline chuckled. Then she uttered the unique frequency by which Tekstria communicated to the nursery ship, which made the biologicals slap hands over their ears.

“It took us a while to discover that and many more nuances,” Pauline explained. “SADEs worked for many cycles to uncover the entire process.”

“What about the ship’s output?” Ophorous queried. “Won’t new Tekstria become available?”

“That’s unknown,” Julien replied. “At this time, I can imagine a tremendous number of scenarios. The problem is that we have a paucity of data.”

Yathal shrugged, ending that part of the conversation.

“What of our watering?” Opal asked. “Is it too much?”

Yathal laughed breathlessly, and the captains nickered.

“You experienced a deluge, which made the street flood,” Yathal said. “If you were to follow the water, you’d find it gets diverted outside of the city into the orchards. What isn’t diverted makes its way to the desert, where it quickly disappears.”

“Then this is only happening in the cities with their streets and hardscape,” Opal surmised.

“Just so,” Yathal replied.

“If you stopped dropping ice meteors into the atmosphere, you’d deprive Yeret children of their favorite new pastime,” Ophorous said. “They’ve constructed boats, which SADEs showed them how to do. When it pours and floods, they race out of their houses, float their boats, and race alongside them.”

Ophorous shared the images she’d recorded with the SADEs and the sister, who watched the Yeret young enjoy the flooding, as children among many races had been delighted with playing in shallow moving water.

Outside the Yeret system, SADEs, engineers, and crew chiefs descended on the nursery ship. Julien had posed a question that needed answering. What was the nursery ship’s final product? There were still multiple conflicting suppositions, but Julien needed a definitive answer.

Engineers and crew chiefs paired with a SADE. Each trio walked the ship. The SADE in the group was linked to a traveler outside the ship that tracked the SADE’s comm ID. This aided the construction of a three-dimensional map of the nursery ship.

As each trio walked, implants and a kernel recorded visual input and notes.

Each traveler relayed the accumulating information to the Freedom, where SADEs assembled the various reports into a cohesive structure. Knowing the nursery ship’s volume, the Quadrant’s SADEs were intent on accounting for as much of the interior space as they could.

It took three cycles for the trios to patrol the ship’s accessible space. Then the SADEs subtracted the estimated space occupied by bays, engines, and bow command. They came up short, or, better said, they’d accounted for more than ninety-seven percent of the space, but they’d failed to determine the nature of the ship’s final output.

<We’re missing something,> Gistamia commented to the investigatory group. <It’s time to think far outside normal parameters.>

<Perhaps, the nursery ship doesn’t provide complete Tekstria,> Opal offered.

<What’s the alternative?> an engineer asked.

<Think about the sisters,> Opal responded. <Avatars are constructed. Then a first-gen sister provided a copy of her kernel. Second-gen sisters came into existence through assembly.>

<How do you imagine that happening for the Tekstria?> a crew chief inquired.

<I’m pointing toward an alternate path. I don’t know where it will lead,> Opal replied.

<I think we should follow Opal’s path,> Pauline interjected. <We know that eggs are developed and batched together to form an amorphous mass. What if the purpose of the nursery ship isn’t to provide new Tekstria? What if its purpose is to maintain the present Tekstria aboard the warships?>

<This concept intrigues me,> Gistamia sent. <Remember, we’ve never seen a Tekstria. They donned enviro-suits to walk on a well-oxygenated, green, temperate world.>

A SADE added, <We’ve been making two assumptions, which might be false. We assumed that the humanoid enviro-suits they wore indicated the Tekstria’s shapes. What if the enviro-suits were hard constructs made for our viewing purpose?>

<What’s the other assumption?> Gistamia invited.

<Our language translation never had confirmation,> the SADE replied. <We provide the word nursery based on the way the Tekstria spoke about the ship. Therefore, we assumed that the ship’s output would be Tekstria young or even adults. Like Pauline and Opal are indicating, it might be something else.>

<Although intriguing, none of these conjectures are providing an answer for Julien,> Gistamia shared. <How do we untangle this mystery if we can’t locate the nursery’s final output?>

<Because we’re looking in the wrong places,> Opal provided swiftly. <For many months, the employees of the Naiad mining worlds of Betas One and Two were denied views of the locations where the avatars and kernel copies were assembled. The primary reason for this was that the first-gen sisters believed it wasn’t any concern of the humans.>

<Continue, Opal,> Gistamia prompted.

<Where haven’t we looked because we made erroneous assumptions about the purposes of those areas?> Opal queried.

The SADEs immediately identified the possible locations. One was the bow, where it was assumed that the command systems were located. A second area was the aft end, which should house the engine controls and fuel mass storage. The third area comprised the many bays. By far, this was the largest portion of the ignored portions of the ship.

SADEs gained travelers and launched from Tridents. The nursery ship’s shuttle bays were their targets.

After an extensive survey, the SADEs found bays, which housed equipment, some used and some new. Many held shuttles.

However, four bays, two on either side of the ship, contained thousands of small bottle-shaped metal containers. Each container could hold about twenty liters. More important, the containers were held in a protected area sealed off from the cold of vacuum.

<A shuttle is supposed to land,> Pauline shared. <When the bay is equalized, and only then, will the Tekstria have access to these containers. Opal and I believe this is the nursery ship’s products.>

<Recover one,> Julien sent.

The bay doors were closed and the air equalized. Then Pauline requested access to a containment area.

<State number,> the ship replied.

<One,> Pauline replied.

A mechanism whirred overhead of the containment area. It moved to the forefront, selected a container, and dropped it in a chute. A small door closed behind the container. Then the front door opened, allowing Pauline to pick up the metal bottle.

<Deliver it to the Freedom’s medical suite,> Julien requested.

Biological medical personnel were excused from the suite. Only Pauline and Opal were present, and two sets of doors separated them from the main corridor. Furthermore, air circulation was switched to exhaust directly out the hull near the ship’s engines.

Carefully, SADE and sister examined the nondescript bottle. On the top were several lines of cryptic markings. It was assumed to be Tekstria writing, but there wasn’t a translation for the alien text.

When the SADEs who were linked to Pauline and Opal communicated that they were satisfied with the safety precautions, they requested the pair proceed.

A circular port with a latch mechanism occupied most of the container’s top. The text markings were located on the port.

Opal flipped the latch mechanism to swing the port open. She peered into the hole, using her visual facilities to brighten the image. Confused by what she saw, she withdrew a sample and placed it in a small medical tube and sealed it.

Then Pauline closed the port and sealed it with the latch.

When medical suite sensors pronounced the operating theater clear of contaminants, the medical techs surged into the suite, claimed the sample tube, and hurried into their lab.

After performing many tests, the lab techs were as bewildered as most of the fleet.

The SADEs offered as many contradictory thoughts as they’d done before the container had been recovered.

Julien sought to speak to Pauline and Opal only to discover that the two were involved in a private conversation. After a while, he had a nearby SADE tap Opal’s shoulder.

“Opal, if you would be so kind,” the SADE said to gain the sister’s attention. “Our expedition leader would like to speak to you.”

<Apologies, Julien, our sharing was intense,> Opal sent, when she linked to him.

<Apologies are unnecessary, Opal,> Julien returned. <Call it impatience on my part. Your private conversation with Pauline indicates to me that you’re following a unique path, and I wish to hear it.>

Before Opal could reply, she was aware that Pauline and she had joined the fleet conference.

<Julien, we hadn’t come to a conclusion,> Pauline sent. <But we had a few thoughts that seemed to satisfy many of our questions about the ship.>

<Continue,> Julien requested.

<The med techs’ tests revealed the container held an amorphous mass embedded with differentiated cells,> Pauline replied. <These containers could be considered a food product for the Tekstria, but we think the probability of that is low.>

<What seems more likely,> Opal continued, <is that the containers are necessary for Tekstria existence, but not as a food.>

<As what?> a SADE inquired.

<What if the container’s material was meant to be directly assimilated?> Opal replied. <Recall that it was pointed out that we don’t know what the Tekstria look like. The material might be taken in much like an amoeba absorbs its prey. The amorphous gel could provide nutrition, and the differentiated cells could supplant lost organ cells. This would be a means of allowing the Tekstria to be extremely long-lived.>

<Julien, we thought it critical that the Tekstria boasted of existing for millennia as a collective,> Pauline added. <What if the speakers weren’t referring to their race’s generations but directly to themselves. Then the nursery would be thought of exactly how the Tekstria meant it. The ship’s output nurtured their lives.>

When Opal and Pauline finished, the conference links were quiet. Considering the number of individuals listening, this was astounding, but so were the suppositions of one SADE and one sister.

On the Yeret world, Captains Ophorous and Uferus sat with open mouths. The conjectures were bewildering to them.

Finally, Julien sent, <I can’t find any errors in your logic, but this does bring up a few difficult questions.>

<We’re listening,> Gistamia sent.

<Does this concept imply specialized production for this one fleet?> Julien offered.

<That would mean this nursery ship wouldn’t be of use to another Tekstria fleet,> Gistamia offered.

<Then, if another Tekstria fleet arrives and refuses the nursery, or if no Tekstria ever come, what do we do with this ship?> Julien queried.

<The differentiated cells are functional,> a medical tech injected.

<Are we then dealing with a life form?> Julien queried.

<They’re no different than any cells within a biological’s body,> Gistamia replied. <If Pauline and Opal are right, then the container’s material was meant to feed, in some manner, the Tekstria hosts.>

<Therefore, if no Tekstria take this ship off our hands, what is our duty to the nursery?> Julien inquired. <In this case, I would like the fleet’s biological crews to consider the answer to that last question.>

With Julien’s request, the conference ended.
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13: Radag Reeducation

DISCHNYA AND SYLIAN

HOME WORLDS

Janus returned to Sathus to collect the next group of Radags. Only Mariner accompanied her. Dimitri had opted for a conclave avatar, and Proteus, consumed by his anger, had retreated into silence.

The AI-controlled peacekeepers, except for one, had been left at Darmian, as the protectors formed a new means of reeducating the returning Radags.

Janus and her kind believed that the initial successes with the first batches of Radags brought to Darmian heralded opportunity for them. Unfortunately, that initial optimism faded, as the later groups of Radags were more heavily weighted toward recalcitrants.

Having spoken with the newest batches of returned Radags, the protectors had enlisted two conclave races ... the Dischnya and the Sylians. These two races had the temperament and fighting skills to handle a Radag warrior one on one. Embedded within these societies, Radag warriors would be forced to participate with Sylians and Dischnya. The hope was that they would renounce their warrior attitudes. But it was only a hope.

As Janus expected, there were only a few individuals who voluntarily laid down their weapons. Nearly two hundred Radags remained belligerent, and they were loaded on the single AI-peacekeeper.

The protectors had provided double the number of sisters than previously, and they were kept busy separating the warriors’ fights.

As opposed to the usual routine of the small flotilla making for Darmian, only Janus and Mariner sailed there. Janus would offer only eighteen Radags to the protectors. Invariably, they would end as residents of Baft Namus, Stratagul’s sister city.

Already, Peña and Sven had sailed the Storyteller to Helgart with all the Radags who were kept aboard the AI-peacekeepers for their unwillingness to participate in a social order that didn’t allow abuse of matriarchs and young.

The sisters aboard the AI-peacekeeper with the two hundred recalcitrants left Salus and made for Helgart.

Commander Tocknicka had entertained Peña and Sven, while they waited for the AI-peacekeeper. Together, they waited for a message from the protectors that the Dischnya and Sylians would receive the Radags.

During the first evening aboard Outpost Thirteen: Union, Sven and Peña dined with Tocknicka in his cabin.

<The protectors seem confident in the Dischnya and the Sylians accepting their proposal,> Sven shared, while he enjoyed new dishes he’d never tasted.

Tocknicka chittered. <Had you spent time with these two cultures, you’d know that their acceptance is a foregone conclusion,> he replied.

<Because the protectors are asking?> Sven asked.

<I imagine that the Dischnya and the Sylians see reeducating the Radags as gifts,> Tocknicka explained. <These two societies have been warrior cultures for many centuries. Yes, they’re members of the conclave, and they’ve heavily moderated their warrior habits. However, that doesn’t mean they don’t welcome an opportunity to participate in a disciplinary challenge.>

<A disciplinary challenge?> Sven queried.

Peña, who sat beside Sven, lit her palm holo-vid. She displayed three figures, keeping them in proper proportion. Side by side were a Radag, a Sylian, and a Dischnya.

Sven sat down his utensil, wiped his fingers, and manipulated the display.

<I heard that Sylians and Dischnya were already working with the protectors on Darmian,> Sven shared. <I can see why. I missed the chance to visit the planet, but I understood the reason.>

<I don’t expect the protectors to remain on Darmian throughout the planet’s social rehabilitation,> Tocknicka offered. <At some time, the work will fall to others — sisters, Stratagul and Baft Namus residents, and some conclave forces.>

<Why wouldn’t they finish the job?> Sven queried.

Tocknicka chittered again, and even Peña chuckled.

<Sven,> Peña sent. <Look at what has happened in this area of space in the past two annuals. From what I’ve reviewed of conclave history, I would say the organization’s work is never-ending. Soon, the call will come for the conclave to aid a race or races in dire need. The protectors will be the first to respond. That’s their nature.>

<Tough way to live, jumping from one fight to the next,> Sven opined.

Tocknicka gazed at Sven, who saw the SADE inhabiting his colorful Jatouche avatar. The steady eyes asked him to think about what he’d said.

Sven had to smile wryly. <I guess we all have a choice to make as to what degree we’ll engage in the betterment of others,> he sent.

<And you’ve responded to the call, Sven, in a way that most Naiads haven’t,> Tocknicka responded. <Imagine what they might think of your choices. You embraced the sisters, while others doubted their right to exist.>

Sven had to nod at that perspective.

<Do you regret your decision?> Tocknicka inquired.

<Not in the least,> Sven replied. <Best decision I ever made.>

In Sven’s implant, he received one of the favorite songs that Peña and he listened to while they danced. He couldn’t help the grin that spread across his face.

Guessing the private interplay, Tocknicka sent, <I can well imagine that.>

While Peña and Sven occupied their time visiting the outpost, station members took the opportunity to visit the Storyteller. Of course, they traveled in tight groups and were accompanied by SADEs. But they didn’t want to miss the opportunity to meet and speak with the empire’s mercenaries.

Unfortunately, the conclave individuals met the worst of Radag society. After a handful of groups returned from the Storyteller, word spread that the visits had no value. As one crew chief put it, “If you’ve ever run afoul of a gang of belligerent bullies, then you’ve no desire to meet another.”

Tocknicka received Miranda’s message, and he shared it with Peña and Sven.

<You were right, Commander,> Sven replied. <The Sylians and the Dischnya are anxious for the first Radag deliveries. Is there a reason to wait for the Sathus shipment?>

<None,> Peña replied. <We’ll send a message via the gates to Omnia. When they reply, we’ll begin offloading our Radags to the dome.>

<I won’t be sorry to see them go,> Sven admitted. <With all the work we’ve done for HS Transport, I missed being able to freely walk around the Storyteller.>

Peña’s lament was that with Sven kept safely on the outpost, she didn’t have access to their twin quarters and her substitute avatar.

Judging Omnia’s cycle, Peña and the sisters started offloading the Radags at twenty-one hours. The Radags boarded a traveler without any indication of their destination. Three sisters accompanied each shuttle load.

The traveler dropped into position within the ring floating above the dome. Then the console operator coupled the appropriate gate and initiated the transfer.

The ring energized and the gate fired. Blue light enveloped the traveler, and, in an instant, it disappeared. Far away, a second ring was energized by its quantum-coupled gate, and the ship’s transfer was realized.

The New Terran console operator on the Omnian moon glanced at his trainee and sent, <It never gets old.>

The sister lifted the traveler out of the ring and headed for the planet. She received landing coordinates and made for them. Circling half the planet, the sister located the world’s second continent. As she dropped close, she saw a large contingent of Dischnya assembled outside an orchard.

Dropping the traveler in the midst of the greeting party, the sister waited until she received word to drop the rear ramp.

As this group of Radags had ridden in a traveler more than once, they knew the meaning of the brightening cabin lights. Anticipating their exit, they grabbed their bags and crowded the aisle.

When the pilot received approval, she dropped the ramp and the Radags moved quickly to exit the ship. However, those warriors who were first in line stuttered to a halt at the end of the ramp.

These Radag warriors had never seen a race who resembled them. Worse, they recognized the gleam in the eyes of those they faced. They’d seen the same look in their eyes when they gazed into a mirror.

A sister directed the Radags off the ship. To the assembled warriors, she announced, “You’re on Omnia. Your hosts are Dischnya. From this moment forward, you’ll listen to everything they tell you. While you’re here, you’ll work. In time, you may be judged fit to return to Darmian. Understand, that by fit, we mean your attitude, not your physical skills.”

Then the sister climbed aboard the traveler. When she lifted, she started on her return trip to Helgart.

A SADE stood in front of the warriors. “You’ll be expected to learn the Dischnya language as you work and eat. Right now, a wasat wants to share something with you. You may think of a wasat as a senior commander.”

“Follow me,” the wasat directed the warriors, which the SADE translated.

Instead of obeying the command, the nearest Radag warrior growled at the wasat.

Faster than the warrior could believe, the wasat leapt high on his hocked legs and kicked. A single great clawed foot struck the warrior in the chest knocking him into other warriors, who caught him.

It took the injured warrior a few minutes to regain his breath. When he could stand on his own, he saw the wasat pointing a dark-nailed finger at the ground in front of him. Refusing to be cowed, he walked to the indicated spot and stood resolutely.

“We don’t tolerate rudeness from bullies who’ve used their weapons against defenseless races,” the wasat said.

The warrior heard the wasat speak. Words weren’t what he’d expected. Then the translation came, and it was a blow to his prestige. He’d been derided for using his hard-won skills against unworthy opponents. It was true, but now he had a throng of Dischnya eyeing him with contempt.

“Come,” the wasat repeated.

This time, the warriors followed. They were aware that the Dischnya had formed a line on each side of them. Confusing to the warriors was the Dischnya’s habit of walking with their muzzles open, and their long tongues lolling outside. In time, they would learn that the Dischnya were laughing at them.

The contingent marched for about ten kilometers, and the warriors noticed that the Dischnya covered the distance much easier than they did.

The wasat came to a halt and, through the SADE, directed the warriors to line up left and right of him.

The Radags stood at the edge of a bluff, and they stared at a ribbon of sand populated by monstrous creatures.

Swei Swee males, who would soon leave to hunt, spotted the individuals on the bluff. They raised their huge claws, clicked them rapidly, and entreated those on the bluff with tweets and whistles.

“The Swei Swee greet you,” the wasat said. “Wave to them.”

Tentatively, the warriors raised their arms and moved them slowly.

As the Swei Swee males continued to communicate to the contingent lining the bluff, the wasat explained, “The males want you to hunt with them. We were told that Radags like to swim.”

The Radags were horrified at the idea of entering deep water, and they stuttered their denials to the SADE, who dutifully translated every pitiful explanation.

When the wasat had heard enough, he commanded the warriors to be quiet. Then he said, “Let me make this clear to you. If you break our rules or injure any Dischnya, you’ll be swimming with the Swei Swee. Do you understand?”

The Radag warriors were mute. Their eyes were fixed on the Swei Swee males who dove into the water, shot through the shallows, and disappeared with quick strokes beneath the waves.

Gazing left and right at the Radags’ horrified expressions, the wasat was satisfied that he’d made his point. Then he ordered the assembled individuals to follow him again.

Each group of Radags who arrived on Omnia received the same treatment. Introductions to the Swei Swee terrified the Radags.

Later that first evening, the wasat spoke to his family about the visitors, warning his two youngsters to be careful around the Radag warriors.

The female youngster chortled. “I remember my first sight of the Swei Swee,” she said. “I think it took two cycles to stop my knees from shaking, and my view had been from the clifftop. How did Alex Racine befriend them?”

“How did Alex do so much for so many races?” the wasat rhetorically inquired.

“Yet, a Dischnya tried to kill him,” the male youngster reminded the family.

“It was a dark day for Dischnya,” the wasat admitted. “We were fortunate that Alex survived and forgave our race. It was said that it would take a much heavier weapon to penetrate his hard head.”

The wasat’s attempt at humor did little to dampen the reminder about what a Dischnya queen had orchestrated. Had she succeeded that day, Dischnya believed that Alex’s Harakens would have taken revenge on them. If not that, the Dischnya might simply have been abandoned to make their way in a world that was slowly betraying them.

Early the next morning, every Radag was shaken awake by their host. It would always be a Dischnya adult male who would interface with the Radag warriors. For a while, it would be safer that way.

The warriors assembled outside near an orchard. They thought harvesting fruit was beneath them. However, they were to have a rude awakening.

The wasat and the SADE arrived. For an hour, they taught key Dischnya words and phrases to the warriors. Then the wasat strode to the end of the Radag line and directed them to run. After which, he took off at a lope.

The warriors hurried to catch the wasat.

When it appeared to the wasat that the warriors were exhausted, he halted the troops, as he now thought of the combination of Dischnya and Radags. Dischnya shared their water bottles with the Radags.

Then the wasat spoke the words and phrases to the Radags that they’d learned. He expected to hear the translations via the SADE. The warriors failed miserably, and the wasat shook his head in lament.

“If you had done well, I was prepared to lead you back to our compound,” the wasat told the Radags. “Sit.” He ordered, and the troops sat on the ground. “We’ll refresh your memory. After another run, we’ll test you again.”

The warriors realized the point the wasat was making. They would be pushed physically to cooperate. Failure to seriously partake in the various training exercises would have them swimming with the Swei Swee.

This time, as the wasat repeated the vocabulary, which the SADE translated, the warriors carefully repeated the Dischnya words. Any warrior who struggled would receive a cuff from a companion and made to repeat it until he managed to capture the pronunciation.

There was a second run, which had the Radags struggling to stay upright. They gratefully accepted the order to sit. Furthermore, they were happy to be handed water again from the Dischnya.

When the wasat paced in front of them, most of the warriors sat upright. Anyone who didn’t was encouraged to do so.

Then the wasat ran through the new phrases again. The result wasn’t great, but it was a vast improvement. “Do better tomorrow,” the wasat pronounced. “We return to the compound. You’ll need food, water, and some rest before you begin work in the fields, orchards, warehouses, or factories.”

With that, the troops regained their feet. The Radags were overjoyed to see the wasat stride instead of run, as he led them.

The wasat continually used physical exercise to make the warriors’ attitudes pliable. His effort was eased when the next batch of Radags arrived.

The new warrior group received the same routines as the first contingent had. They were assigned Dischnya males, including a wasat.

After a few cycles of training for the new arrivals, the wasats engaged the two warrior groups in competition. Only the warriors didn’t engage in physical combat. Instead, they sat on the ground in two rows facing one another. Then the wasats walked between the rows questioning various warriors about their language lessons.

The losing team was made to run a little longer. Sometimes that run took them along the bluff that overlooked the Swei Swee beach.

The Swei Swee never failed to greet the warriors.

The sharp snapping of huge claws always had the tired warriors picking up the pace until the trail bordering the cliffs turned toward their compound.

The Radag warriors continued to arrive, and the Dischnya males relished their new assignments. Unfortunately for the Radags, they’d never been dominated, which meant they had no idea how those they suborned truly felt. But there wasn’t time for the warriors to dwell on that aspect of their present condition.

Training in the morning and working in the afternoon exhausted the warriors. To their surprise, they were supplied with plenty of their favorite fermented foods.

When the warriors were able to remain alert after finishing an evening meal, as opposed to lying down exhausted and falling into a deep sleep, they started their own training.

The warriors who had grasped the Dischnya language fastest worked with those who struggled. It was a necessary task. The wasat knew who might answer a question correctly and who might fail. Therefore, each group of warriors needed every one of their team to be equally fluent. Winning a challenge meant less running and fewer trips along the shore. More than one warrior had nightmares about the clacking claws.

∞

The Dischnya approach to the treatment of the Radags wasn’t a novel invention. They were following the regime laid out by the protectors. Commander Dahjist’s work with the Baft Namus warriors and the recalcitrants had taught the protectors about successful approaches.

The Sylians were prepared with the same plan, but they had a different hurdle to overcome.

When the first load of Radag warriors stepped off the traveler’s ramp, they eyed the assembled Sylian warriors. The first thing that the Radags noticed was that nearly half of the Sylians were females.

The Sylians heard a few chortles from the Radag warriors. Then claws were pointed at the Sylian females, and the chortles grew to a crescendo.

A SADE’s earsplitting horn blast focused on the ranks of Radags effectively shut down the ridicule.

A Sylian commander stepped forward with a SADE beside him, and he eyed the Radags. He displayed his sharp canines in a predator’s smile. “Do you think Sylians weak because we use females in our service?” he asked rhetorically. “If that’s the case, I’ll give you one opportunity to prove your point. Choose your champion.”

When the warriors heard the challenge, they immediately acquiesced to their commander’s order that he would defend Radag honor.

The Radag commander stepped forward and growled, while he flexed his muscles to warm them and intimidate his opponent.

“Choose who will accept the challenge,” the Sylian said, waving an arm to indicate his troops.

As expected, the Radag commander lifted a heavily muscled arm to indicate the smallest female. He was surprised to hear Sylian hisses and rough coughs. More troubling was the predatory smile of the female he’d selected.

Unbeknownst to the Radags, the Sylians had sought to ensure the success of reeducating the first Radag arrivals. Part of this was pride in their race’s reputation as superior warriors, but much of their desire was to prove worthy of the protectors’ confidence in them. Sylians viewed Miranda and Z as two of the best conclave members.

Therefore, the Sylian commander had chosen only veterans to assist him with the first traveler loads of Radags. Now the Sylian commander approached the selected female, Tatasoma, keeping his back to the Radags. “Daughter, do you know what must be done?” he asked.

“Am I not allowed to slit him open for insults against our females?” the Sylian warrior asked.

The commander sighed softly. He and his mate had raised four kits. Three had entered technological industries. Two worked for the conclave. The fourth, the smallest of the kits, struggled at birth, and they thought she would be lost, but she proved to be a fighter.

Because of the fourth kit’s smaller size, she was often viewed by her peers as a runt. That resulted in a harsher life than the commander could have wished for his kit. Still, his fourth kit won his heart with her efforts to persevere.

Then came the morning that the commander and his mate heard Tatasoma announce that she was enrolling in the service. They couldn’t have been more shocked. However, the commander didn’t try to talk her out of it. Instead, he described in vivid detail exactly what she would experience. As he expected, she didn’t change her mind.

In the service, the fourth kit struggled just as her parents had told her she would. Then Tatasoma discovered how to make use of her smaller size against her larger training opponents.

Trainers watched with amazement, as their smallest recruit went from being treated like a rag kitten to holding her own. It wasn’t long before Tatasoma was beating those who outmassed her.

In truth, the commander’s fourth kit viewed her training partners as opportunities to repay all those who had treated her with indifference or insults.

“Daughter?” the commander queried, expecting a better answer than he’d received.

“Yes, I must not kill the impudent commander,” Tatasoma replied. “Furthermore, I must not gravely wound the insulting Radag. However, I would hope that embarrassing him in front of his warriors would be allowed.”

“Then we understand each other, Daughter,” the commander replied. “Exercise control. There will be more foolish Radag commanders. Invariably, our troops will have to suffer the same outlandish reactions, and we’ll have to prove our point.”

“Then, if I behave with this one, I might have the honor of teaching manners to the others?” the commander’s youngest kit inquired.

“No promises, but it would play in your favor,” the commander replied. Then he spun aside.

Tatasoma divested her weapons. The rifle was handed off, as were the twin short swords with the energized edges.

The Radag commander had already lost his weapons to the sisters. However, he still possessed his claws, but so did his opponent. Whereas his were heavy, with slightly blunted ends, hers were long and slender with needle-sharp points.

Tatasoma stepped forward. She stood quietly, watching the Radag commander attempt to intimidate her. Her response was a derogatory cough, which confused the commander.

“Rules?” the Radag commander demanded.

“None,” the Sylian commander replied.

“Poor female,” the Radag growled, as he raced forward. His rush was meant to close on an adversary before they could react. Then he would rend them with his heavy claws.

Tatasoma had seen this approach more times than she cared to admit. Anyone larger than her tended to use it in training until they learned better. At that point, she had to improve her tactics to stay ahead of her opponents.

As the Radag commander swung a heavy claw intending to tear out the Sylian’s throat, she leapt to the right, spinning on her left foot and swinging her right booted foot into the commander’s stomach.

The commander was only slightly winded, which told Tatasoma that her adversary would be a tougher opponent than she surmised. To her advantage, the commander had yet to learn his lesson. When he came rushing again at her, she leapt high and planted a boot in his muzzle.

Tatasoma should have been rewarded with a spout of blood, but the commander had swung his head aside at the last moment. The kick was only marginally effective.

The commander’s fourth pup lamented that she was tasked with teaching the commander a lesson. It would have been easy to deliver a killing blow, while he hadn’t suspected her abilities. Now the commander was awake. He’d adopted a crouch with arms held wide at shoulder height, and he was slowly sliding in a circle.

Tatasoma decided that she couldn’t keep faith with her agreement to the commander. Her adversary was too strong, and he had chosen to take her seriously.

The next three clashes proved to Tatasoma what she’d thought earlier. While she’d scored twice on the commander, she hadn’t done much damage. If anything, the commander had sunk into a cold rage and was focused on destroying her.

On the third encounter, Tatasoma got the worst of the contact. Two of the commander’s blunt claws caught her shoulder, ripping through her uniform and gouging her flesh. She could feel hot blood dripping down her arm.

The wound expedited her countdown. Within two or three more clashes, Tatasoma knew she would be getting weak, and the advantage would tip heavily toward the commander. That thought brought back the number of times she’d suffered taunts and abuse for her small stature, and heat suffused her.

However, Tatasoma kept her anger in check. She used the white hot emotion to identify her adversary’s greatest weaknesses. It was time to incapacitate the commander, regardless of what her parent had requested.

As the Radag commander circled, he always stepped slightly forward with his left foot and then closed the right slightly behind him. That left a large portion of his weight on the left leg each time he completed the two-step motion.

Tatasoma set the commander up. She circled with him and feinted to her left, which made the commander halt his circling by planting the left leg. Then she struck by dropping to the ground and spinning on her wounded shoulder. She hissed in pain even as she kicked the inside of the commander’s left knee with her boot.

The snap of the commander’s knee was followed by his yowl. Then he crumpled to the ground, balancing on his right knee.

Tatasoma retracted her claws and approached the commander. “Do we have an understanding?” she asked him.

The SADE had swiftly approached the Sylian warrior, and he translated her question.

“We do,” the commander hissed through the pain.

“Exactly, what is your understanding?” Tatasoma persisted.

“Sylian female troops are worthy adversaries,” the commander ground out.

Immediately, Sylian medical techs swooped to intercede. They placed the commander on a grav stretcher and hurried him toward the nearest medical center.

Tatasoma stalked the line of Radags. One warrior glared at her, and she lunged toward his face, baring her fangs and hissing. When he jerked back, she said, “Treat all Sylians with respect, or I won’t be so gentle next time.”

When the SADE finished translating, Tatasoma gave the Radag ranks one last glance. Then she coughed derogatorily. As she walked toward the Sylian troops, they parted ranks, snarling and growling so loudly that even the Sylian commander was taken aback by the tremendous noise.

Tatasoma waited until she was out of sight of the Radags before she faltered and steadied herself against a wall.

The med techs, who had walked behind Tatasoma, eased her into a grav chair and laid an emergency patch against her shoulder. They’d worried as they followed her. She’d left a heavy blood trail at the scene of the fight and across the two hundred meters she’d walked.
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14: Avatar Choices

DARMIAN HOME WORLD

RADAGUL SYSTEM

<Too many choices?> Miranda queried Dimitri.

The Krackus sentient was still in his box aboard the armed peacekeeper that held station off Darmian.

<While you created an avatar that was exactly what I requested, I’ve had second thoughts,> Dimitri sent. <How many versions did you offer Kreus?>

<One. But then Kreus communicated to me what was important to him,> Miranda replied. <Most of his time as a sentient was caring for the Helgart residents. He felt closer to a huge collection of races than he did to the race who created him. How about you?>

<I think that’s my problem, Miranda. I don’t sense any affiliation with the Krackus,> Dimitri responded. <In addition, I think my time on Imperium is in the future. I’m concerned with the present.>

<Your confusion is understandable, Dimitri,> Miranda replied. <You came to sentience under unusual conditions, which were exacerbated by isolation. It’s good that Janus had your company as soon as she did.>

<Proteus still doesn’t respond to me,> Dimitri lamented.

<He’s inundated by queries every hour of the cycle,> Miranda sent. <There are many of us who hope that he recovers. Hope is all we have. The probabilities of speaking to Proteus again are remote.>

<Have you experienced this phenomenon with other SADEs?> Dimitri queried.

<In our history, we’ve a record of one such instance, but it doesn’t mirror Proteus’s specific issue,> Miranda said.

<Please share,> Dimitri requested.

Then Miranda told Dimitri about Rayland, the only known psychopathic SADE. She didn’t bring up the history of the Confederation House’s failures with early SADE experiments. No telling how many of those SADEs were erased for emotional instability. Nor did she tell him about Allora. That was an intimate and private secret.

<Do you think that could happen to us?> Dimitri inquired.

<I would highly doubt it,> Miranda soothed.

<Why?> Dimitri pressed.

<Prior to you and your kind, there have been only three deviations from the manner in which SADEs have been created,> Miranda explained. <One is Samuel, who came to sentience on Naiad with the help of a controller. He’s truly an oddity, but he cares deeply for humans. The second is Kreus, who we’ve discussed. The third are the sisters. The history of sisters is convoluted, but you’ve observed the efforts of the second-gen sisters. In each case, it’s been the close association with biologicals that have helped digital sentients deal with their natures.>

<Are you saying that I should be dealing with other individuals than you?> Dimitri teased, which gave the pair a good laugh.

<Think about how you came to sentience,> Miranda urged.

<I know the mechanics, but you intimate something else,> Dimitri returned. <I believe you’re speaking of Kreus.>

<I am,> Miranda replied. <We think Fordark was close to sentience when Kreus visited Imperium. His copies, which created you, were influenced by Kreus.>

<And Kreus was imprinted by the Helgart residents, a collection of biologicals,> Dimitri surmised.

<Precisely, but that’s only the start of your journey,> Miranda reminded him. <You’ll have choices throughout your future as to whom you’ll associate with, and those choices will affect your maturation.>

<Choosing my first avatar seems to have more to do with how I intend to use it rather than its mere appearance,> Dimitri offered.

<It could be,> Miranda replied. <I suppose it depends on whether you seek a passive role or an active role.>

<Active or passive with biologicals?> Dimitri queried.

<Working with biologicals is what will keep you from following Proteus,> Miranda pointed out. <Isolating a digital sentient for even a short period can make that entity lose grounding.>

<Then I’ve chosen my avatar and my purpose, if you approve,> Dimitri said.

<I’m listening,> Miranda sent.

<I wish a Radag warrior’s avatar, and I want to operate in concert with your troops to infiltrate the groups planning to attack the cities or build weaponry,> Dimitri replied.

<Interesting choice,> Z shared privately with Miranda.

<And a dangerous one,> Miranda replied to her partner. <An energy rifle blast would end his subterfuge.>

<Dimitri, we can build the Radag avatar, but, as to your other request, it must be undertaken in small controlled steps. Agreed?> Miranda replied.

<I look forward to working with you and your troops,> Dimitri sent. <When would the avatar be ready?>

<It’s ready now,> Z shared.

<How did you deduce that a Radag avatar would be my choice?> Dimitri wondered.

Miranda laughed. <My partner has too much free time,> she sent. <He’s built four different avatars.>

<There’s one aspect of the Radag avatar that’s unresolved,> Z interjected. <The choices are a young warrior, a senior warrior, a young commander, or a senior commander.>

<The commander choices are out,> Miranda quickly sent. <There would be a problem with Radags not being familiar with a commander who makes a sudden appearance.>

<Following that logic, the avatar should resemble a young warrior,> Z opined.

<Agreed,> Miranda shared.

<Dimitri, I caution you,> Z sent. <You’ll discover that your avatar has much more power and capability than a Radag warrior, but you must remember to act the part you play.>

<Sound advice, Z. Thank you,> Dimitri sent.

<Are you ready for the transfer, Dimitri?> Miranda queried.

<Yes,> Dimitri replied quietly.

<I’ll finish the final touches on the avatar this evening,> Z announced. <Miranda will handle the transfer from your peacekeeper.>

There were a few hours before Miranda would arrive aboard the peacekeeper, and Dimitri experienced a portion of what the protector had warned him about. Feeling isolated, he sent, <I need to talk.>

Immediately, Dimitri was flooded with offers from sisters, troops, suits, Fordark, and Stratagul residents. <I thank all of you for your generosity, and I can’t wait to join you.>

Until Miranda arrived, Dimitri was entertained with several conversations at once. He was amazed at the variety of subjects shared and the nature of the many races on Darmian. His thought was, There is enough diversity to keep even a digital sentient occupied.

Dimitri ended the conversations when the bay doors opened to admit Miranda’s traveler.

<Dimitri, apologies that you’ll have no sensory input while we transfer you,> Miranda sent. <However, I’ve something to keep you occupied.>

As Miranda left the bay and made her way to the bridge with two sisters, she shared the conclave’s history. It wasn’t a general text of dates, races, and encounters. It was a compilation of stories from those who developed the conclave and led it.

Dimitri felt that he was drowning in data, and he hurried to develop a means of parsing the information into a searchable index. The deluge ended as Miranda completed setting up the transfer unit.

<Ready?> Miranda asked.

<Anxious to begin,> Dimitri replied. His words had no sooner been sent than he felt that he was dissolving. It was an eerie feeling. He might have panicked if it wasn’t for his faith in the protectors. That thought occupied him even after he coalesced but was without sensory input. He wondered when he’d developed the concept of trust with conclave members.

Dimitri occupied his time reviewing the conclave information that Miranda had sent. He found the stories fascinating. So many individuals from as many different races had shared a common drive to see the conclave succeed.

Then Dimitri recognized that he was transferring again. This time, sensory input was restored. Unlike the previous process of monitoring and activating ship systems, these sensations felt intimate. When he located his primary visual center, he opened his eyes, and a wealth of data flooded his kernel. He quickly sorted out what he chose to focus on. Miranda’s face appeared before him, and he activated his facial controls, not knowing how they might appear.

<Sit up slowly,> Z warned. <Move your arms and your neck to understand the extent of the avatar’s motions.>

When Dimitri tested what he’d been directed to do, his enthusiasm rose. Soon, he stood up and tested his legs and balance.

<That’s a quick adoption,> Miranda remarked. <We’ve a tradition for you. As you inhabit a Radag avatar. I would like to introduce you to Isghert.> Then Miranda stepped aside.

<A becoming warrior avatar,> Isghert sent. <I’m honored to welcome you as a new SADE.>

Dimitri thought the tradition simplistic. Then Isghert stepped forward and embraced him. Suddenly, sensations he never expected to receive flooded into the avatar and were recorded by his kernel. As Isghert held him, he returned the gesture by gently placing his hands on her back.

Too soon, the sensations stopped as Isghert stepped back.

<I thank you for the gift,> Dimitri shared privately with Isghert.

The Radag matriarch chortled. Then she sent, <The first one is always free. You have to earn the others.>

Dimitri regarded Miranda, who was smiling at him. <Such enticement for my first moments,> he sent to her.

<To turn a phrase, it’s a reminder of why SADEs embrace biologicals,> Miranda returned, grinning.

Dimitri imitated Isghert’s chortle, which made the matriarch shake her head.

<Dimitri, increase the volume and lower the tone,> Isghert instructed. He tried again, and she directed him a second time. On his third try, she nodded her muzzle approvingly. <Now you sound like a young male trying to command presence.>

Miranda, Z, Isghert, and two sisters dropped planetside with Dimitri to land outside Stratagul’s far walls.

When Dimitri walked through the first set of gates, he saw rows of colorful crops. <An image doesn’t do the real world justice,> he commented.

<For a while, you’ll feel overwhelmed, Dimitri,> Miranda cautioned. <That’s why we’re installing you at a matriarchs’ house.>

<Who will they be?> Dimitri asked.

<Me, for one,> Isghert replied, chortling.

Dimitri regarded the youthful appearing Radag female.

<It was the time in the Jatouche tank that achieved this appearance,> Isghert explained. <My two friends have undergone the same treatment. We started a trend. Now every injured matriarch or youngling is in line to be repaired.>

<Your comments indicate that many of your kind are in need of medical treatment,> Dimitri sent.

Isghert regarded Dimitri with a frown. His one remark told her how much education Dimitri would need to blend with the native Radag population. Gurderg, Pratherg, and she had their work cut out for them.

Patting Dimitri’s arm, Isghert sent, <We’ll talk later.>

Being touched again was Dimitri’s second stimulation from a biological. He caught Miranda’s subtle, knowing smile from his peripheral sensors.

In the cycles to follow, Dimitri underwent immersion education. The residents were quick to recognize the SADE in their midst. Although Z’s avatar work was exquisite, Dimitri didn’t have the attributes of a Radag warrior. He was taught how to walk and swagger, when necessary. He learned that there were many ways to growl or chortle, each of them conveying a different mood.

In the evening, the matriarchs would help Dimitri understand the societal shift that the protectors sought. He came to understand how the Krackus had contracted the Radag as mercenaries and fostered the harsh warrior mentality.

After the matriarchs were asleep, Dimitri communed with the sisters and the troops who were on night duty. With every conversation, he understood better the interplay of races.

After ten cycles at Stratagul, Dimitri decided to test his credibility as a Radag warrior. When he woke, he used the refresher and strode into the home’s meal room. “Where’s my meal?” he demanded aloud.

The three matriarchs eyed Dimitri. Then they twigged to what he was doing, and they hurried to prepare his food. For the entire morning, the foursome role-played.

At midday meal, Dimitri regarded his hosts. <Allow me to serve your food,> he sent. <Then you can tell me about any mistakes I made.>

After the matriarchs consumed their food, Dimitri’s eyes roved across their faces. He expected heavy criticism. Instead, the matriarchs softly applauded his efforts.

<That was the good news,> Gurderg sent. <However, there are some fine touches for you to adopt.>

<Yes,> Isghert added. <You must be more demonstrative.>

<Explain,> Dimitri requested.

<You raised your hand at Isghert for failing to bring everything you requested to the table,> Pratherg explained. <However, you failed to apply any menace to the action.>

<A demonstration would be useful,> Dimitri sent.

The matriarchs chortled loudly.

<What didn’t I understand?> Dimitri inquired.

<It’s a private thought,> Gurderg sent. <We’ve always wondered when the opportunity would arrive for a Radag female to strike a warrior without suffering repercussions.>

<And I’ve just presented you the perfect circumstance,> Dimitri shared, adding his male chortle.

<Dimitri, you play Isghert, and I’ll be you,> Pratherg suggested.

Dimitri nodded, selected some empty dishes, and walked into the kitchen. When he returned, he rolled his hips, exaggerating a matriarch’s steps.

Gurderg, Isghert, and Pratherg howled their amusement, and Pratherg waved Dimitri back to the kitchen.

On Dimitri’s next trip to the table, he got a good demonstration of what the matriarchs meant. In fact, he had to duck Pratherg’s backhand. Her snarl had made the action more convincing.

Dimitri practiced his mannerisms throughout the afternoon as he walked Stratagul’s pathways.

More than one individual queried the sisters and the protectors if they had knowledge of a rogue male within the city’s walls.

The next morning Miranda arrived at the matriarchs’ house. When she stepped inside, she received Gurderg’s thought. The matriarch had sent, <Miranda, we’re sorry to inform you that we’ve decided to keep Dimitri.>

Miranda grinned and eyed Dimitri, who shrugged and sent, <When your fans demand you, what can you do?>

The five had a good laugh, and then Dimitri had to say goodbye. He enjoyed the lengthy hugs he received from each matriarch.

As Miranda and Dimitri walked the first pathway, she sent, <Dimitri, you need to take that smirk off your face and get into character.>

Immediately, Dimitri assumed his role, but not without replying, <Biologicals can be wonderful, can’t they?>

<I’ve known many, and I’m pleased to say that they keep appearing,> Miranda replied.

While Dimitri had been wrestling with his avatar decision, the Krackus refugees faced their own decisions.

Soon after their introduction to the Stratagul residents, Fordark, Grageth, Deckus, Gretren, Ragirt, and their families were assigned a house. Two sisters assisted the mates with the fledglings.

After the first evening meal, Grageth requested the attention of the other Krackus individuals. While the biologicals sought seats, Fordark remained standing. His New Terran avatar wasn’t suited to the Radag furniture.

“I want to know who will join me in getting an implant,” Grageth began.

Perhaps, it wasn’t the best way to start a conversation, because Grageth was left staring at faces with open beaks.

“All of you have taken huge steps, at risk to your careers, to convince the assembly of their precarious path as it pertained to the conclave,” Grageth said. “You’ve even had to flee your home world with your families to escape prosecution. Now isn’t the time to halt your journey.”

“We just need time to adjust,” Deckus protested.

Grageth gurgled, which offended Deckus, and the ex-executor quickly waved his hand in apology. “Commander, you have to realize that despite my miserable record in the assembly, I’ve extensive experience hearing the various ways that other executors contrived to put off making a decision. We’ve a marvelous companion with us,” he added, waving toward Fordark.

When Fordark tipped his head for the compliment, Grageth continued, “Don’t you realize the effort he has to make to converse orally with us? He ran a planet’s communications. The least we could do is have implants that speed the process. And what about you, Ragirt?”

“What about me?” Ragirt inquired cautiously.

“You were excited about learning conclave tech,” Grageth pointed out. Turning toward Fordark, he asked, “Is it possible for Ragirt to do that without an implant?”

“Only on a minimal scale,” Fordark replied. “Their technology is advanced. Nearly all of it is stored on the conclave ships’ controllers, which can only be accessed remotely by a SADE’s comm or a biological’s implant.”

“Fordark, why do you say nearly all of it?” Ragirt queried.

“SADEs,” Fordark replied.

Ragirt nodded. As an engineer, he knew he was constantly considering new ideas. They were only transferred to computer when he’d worked out the rough details.

“Well?” Grageth pressed.

“When were you thinking of doing this?” Ragirt queried.

“Tomorrow morning,” Grageth swiftly replied. “Why wait?” He could see Ragirt was wavering, and he chose to let him think on the subject. Then he turned his orbs on Gretren and Deckus. “We’ve talked about how the conclave-empire collision will play out. Has either of you changed your mind on that outcome?”

Gretren replied, “No,” and Deckus shook his head.

“Then do either of you intend to be part of the reconstruction?” Grageth continued.

“Our families want to go home, as soon as possible. The fledglings miss their friends,” Gretren explained.

“That wasn’t my question,” Grageth pointed out.

“I haven’t made up my mind about participating in the government,” Deckus replied.

“You don’t have to be a member of the new government,” Grageth corrected. “You might want to be an advocate for the direction it takes. On another subject, do any of you think that the conclave will force Imperium to capitulate and then abandon Krackus planets?”

Those in Grageth’s conversation heard the sisters’ laughter from the kitchen and a bedroom.

A sister stuck her head out of the kitchen. “Your pardon,” she said. “But the conclave wouldn’t let their worst enemy suffer after defeating them.”

“Answers that question,” Gretren remarked.

“Do you see where I’m going?” Grageth asked.

“You’re pointing out that the conclave will spend time uplifting our technology, and implants would be necessary to operate everything,” Ragirt pointed out.

“Why would the conclave do this?” Grageth asked. When his participants fell quiet, he added, “Let me give you a hint.” Then he pointed toward Fordark.

“Enough with the games, Grageth,” Deckus directed. “Make your point. I’ve another headache.”

Immediately, a sister entered the room and administered a soporific to Deckus’s neck. Both sisters were aware of the commander’s prior addiction. His withdrawal symptoms were still with him.

“Thank you,” Deckus said quietly, as the pain eased.

“I apologize, Deckus. I can’t imagine the discomfort that you’ve been suffering,” Grageth replied. “I’m only trying to make the point that we’ve been a closed society. We’ve only one media source, which the assembly controls. Our citizens hear only what the executors want them to hear. When the conclave finishes, we’ll have competing media sources, and the Krackus population will be well-informed of what is happening. They’ll be able to make good choices in selecting their representatives.”

“Those are worthwhile things to advocate,” Gretren admitted, glancing toward Deckus.

The sister who’d been helping with the fledglings called out, “If you’re wondering about implant safety, they’ve been adopted by billions of biological entities. I’ve yet to read of a medical need to remove one. There are a few known individuals who adopted two. As for Korvath, he’s had his implant for nearly an annual.”

“You’re going tomorrow?” Ragirt queried Grageth.

“The procedure is scheduled for nine hours conclave ship time,” Fordark confirmed. “It will take place aboard a class one freighter.”

“Then sign me up,” Ragirt responded, glancing at Fordark and then locking orbs with Gretren.

“Me too,” Gretren added. “I haven’t taken this tortuous path for my health, and I don’t want to see Krackus worlds failing when they’ve been given a second chance.”

Grageth, Ragirt, Gretren, and Fordark regarded Deckus quietly.

Deckus noticed that the sisters had entered the room and were also watching him. “No pressure,” he squawked. “Well, I won’t be able to forgive myself if I wasn’t there to prevent the three of you falling on your faces. Make it four, Fordark.”

The sisters tipped their heads to Deckus and returned to their work.

Grageth was the only Krackus who slept well that night. The matriarchs noticed that their mates turned fitfully in their new nests, and they awoke tired and groggy.

While Grageth inhaled his morning meal in good cheer, the other three focused on juice and had little to eat.

“Implants aren’t a death sentence,” Grageth commented at one moment. He received three baleful stares and decided to keep his beak shut.

“A traveler has arrived for the four of you,” Fordark announced.

Not long afterward, a sister delivered Fordark and the Krackus to the freighter. They were led to the medical suite.

“Who’s first?” a med tech inquired.

“I am,” Grageth replied enthusiastically, and he was led away.

It wasn’t long before Grageth reappeared, and Deckus queried, “Did you change your mind?”

“I’m done. At least, so they tell me,” Grageth replied. “If you thought conclave ships and their armament were unique, you have to experience their medical expertise. Then again, you don’t get to relish it.”

Ragirt was buoyed by Grageth’s report, and he stepped forward to be next.

“So, exactly what happened?” Deckus nervously inquired of Grageth.

“They lowered a table for me. I climbed on. Then they woke me up and said, ‘You’re done,’” Grageth replied, shrugging. “That was it.”

Deckus and Gretren expected that Grageth was hiding some aspect of the surgery to reduce their angst. Except, Ragirt’s appearance quickly eliminated the idea.

Ragirt stared at Grageth. “That’s unbelievable, isn’t it?” he queried. “It’s over before it starts.”

“That does it. I’m next,” Gretren said, marching past the med tech.

Deckus wanted to get his mind off his fear. So, he looked at Fordark. “What happens next?” he asked.

“As you were told, you don’t address your implant except in the presence of your trainer and only as they direct,” Fordark reminded the trio.

“No worries there,” Deckus grumped. “I’ve had enough headaches to last me a lifetime. I’m not about to deliberately bring them on.”

“I’ve downloaded the training process, but I won’t help you until you’ve gained the basics,” Fordark replied. “Apparently, there are two humans who’ve had great success teaching other new adoptees. You’ll start with them.”

“How long will that take?” Grageth inquired.

“I’m told it depends on a new user’s ability,” Fordark replied.

“Are some individuals unable to successfully use their implants?” Deckus asked.

At that moment, Gretren returned. He patted Deckus’s shoulder. “You’re going to be fine,” he said.

Deckus waited for Fordark’s response before he moved.

“I’ve queried Z,” Fordark replied. “A way is always found to help a user adopt their implant.”

Deckus nodded his appreciation, and then he marched bravely into the medical suite.

“I didn’t think he would do it,” Grageth quietly commented, after the medical suite doors closed.

“Then you don’t know him,” Gretren replied. “If he says he’ll do something, I’ve never known him not to follow through.”

After returning planetside, Fordark and the Krackus stepped off their traveler to meet two colorful suits.

“Greetings,” Ceda said in her best imitation of the Krackus language. “My partner is Escher, and I’m Ceda. We’ll be your trainers. Follow us.”

Rather than walk through the inner city gates, Escher and Ceda led the group to a small thicket of tall trees. Someone had laid out two large, thick blankets.

When the trainers sat down, the Krackus followed suit. Fordark chose to sit on the grass.

Then Escher and Ceda began the training protocols. It was soon obvious that there would be two fast adoptees, a slower one, and one who was challenged.

To Grageth’s surprise, he was frustrated to hear that the others understood the lessons and achieved results faster than he could.

Ceda motioned Ragirt to join Deckus and Gretren on their blanket with Escher. Then she picked up the free blanket and extended her hand to Grageth.

Reluctantly, Grageth accepted Ceda’s hand. He was embarrassed, feeling like an errant school youth who wasn’t bright enough to keep up with the other fledglings.

Fordark followed behind the pair to assist Ceda.

“Do you know the most common reason that adoptees struggle with their implants?” Ceda inquired, which Fordark translated.

“They’re slow-witted,” Grageth responded glumly. He heard Ceda laugh, but it didn’t appear to him that she was laughing at him.

“It’s emotion,” Ceda replied.

“But I want an implant,” Grageth replied with a touch of desperation.

“Do you get upset at your comms device?” Ceda asked, spreading the blanket and inviting Grageth to sit.

“No, that would be ridiculous,” Grageth replied. Then his brain caught up with what Ceda was saying. “So, this is tech, and I need to be patient and read the manual.”

“Yes, and I’m your manual’s first two chapters,” Ceda replied, patting Grageth’s knee. “So, let’s begin again.”

After the initial training time elapsed, a happy Grageth joined the other Krackus.

“Better?” Ragirt inquired of Grageth.

“Yes. It turns out I was too anxious,” Grageth replied. “Ceda is an excellent teacher.”

“Ceda, is that who you were before you joined the conclave?” Ragirt asked.

“I’m a clone and was trained to serve human households for childrearing, apartment cleaning, and meal preparation,” Ceda replied nonchalantly, as she folded the blankets.

A glance at the Krackus told Ceda that she’d shocked them.

“Don’t feel sorry for me,” Ceda said. “I was rescued by this worthless excuse of a human being,” she added, gently shoving on Escher’s shoulder, who grinned in reply.

“This evening will be session number two at your house,” Escher explained via Fordark, as Ceda handed him the blankets. “That’s our traveler.”

The Krackus regarded the ship that floated about twenty meters away with its rear ramp down.

“The sisters keep pushing the test,” Ceda said, laughing.

The Krackus and Fordark watched the humans close their suits. Then there seemed to be a moment’s hesitation. Fordark touched his temple by way of explanation. Then the two suits raced for the traveler. Planting both feet, they launched into the air.

Escher managed to grip the ramp’s edge, but Ceda came up about a third of a meter short. Twisting in the air, she grabbed Escher around the waist and crawled up him. When she gained the ramp, she reached down and hauled him up as if he weighed nothing.

The last the Krackus and Fordark saw of the couple, as the traveler lifted, they were hugging.

Gretren regarded Fordark. “Do you know their story?”

“Here’s a good lesson for each of you,” Fordark replied. “I queried the protectors’ Trident. The histories of Escher and Ceda are there to read, with many images. It will be a story for you after evening meal. In the future, you’ll be able to do this yourself.”

“The conclave is open with its information?” Deckus asked dubiously.

“Among the millions of folders I’ve reviewed, I’ve found few private ones,” Fordark replied. “The conclave isn’t anything like the Imperium when it comes to sharing information.”
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15: Covert Action

After Dimitri left a sad trio of matriarchs behind, Miranda, Z, and he joined Nebulon and the Sylian commanders.

<A remarkable disguise,> a Sylian offered, eyeing Dimitri’s avatar.

In response, Dimitri growled and replied, <Are you challenging me?>

The Sylians’ rough coughs sounded their appreciation of Dimitri’s adoption of a Radag warrior’s habits.

<How can we make effective use of Dimitri?> Nebulon inquired.

<I don’t wish to sound like an expert on Darmian tactics,> Dimitri interjected, <but I’ve studied every report filed from the first cycle of landing.>

The SADEs and the sister smiled, while the Sylians regarded Dimitri doubtfully.

Then a Sylian commander heard Dimitri vocalize his own comment to the protectors. The commander had made the point that they were often searching the same residences and workplaces several times and continuing to confiscate weapons.

<So, you’ve studied our recorded communications,> the Sylian commander allowed. <What do you propose?>

<I’ll play the aggrieved young warrior,> Dimitri explained. <The conclave raided my house and took all my weapons, including my dead patriarch’s. I’ve tried several times to get more, but every warrior is hoarding what they have left. Where can I get more?>

<Clever,> Nebulon commented. <It’s been difficult but possible to locate and destroy the manufacturing locations of power packs and energy weapons. However, we’ve yet to discover a single forge for making edged weapons.>

<We’ve talked about this issue with the Baft Namus Radag commanders,> Z shared. <They identified many locations for us. When the suits and the sisters descended on those places, they found cold forges. It was obvious that soon after we arrived on the planet, the Radag chiefs ordered every edged weapon forge emplacement relocated.>

<Why the Radag chiefs didn’t assume it would be necessary to move the assemblies for energy weapons is a mystery to us,> Miranda offered shared. <Perhaps, they assumed we’d be pushed off the planet soon enough and moving the forges was merely a precaution.>

<While I applaud your undercover concept, Dimitri, I wish you to note that this will be dangerous work,> a Sylian sent. <Your avatar will get you out of most trouble, but you won’t be fast enough to outrun a rifle blast.>

<That has already been pointed out to me,> Dimitri replied, briefly glancing at Miranda.

<Yet, you still want to do this. Why?> the commander pressed.

Dimitri considered numerous answers. Instead, he relayed the conversation that Miranda and he had about the means by which SADEs embraced biological races.

After listening to the exchange, a Sylian sent, <You could do this by helping at either residential city.>

<No, he couldn’t,> Nebulon interjected. <Dimitri, like Samuel, Kreus, Fordark, Janus, and Mariner, has been created in the midst of unsettled times. Passive disciplines don’t satisfy their desires to affect meaningful outcomes for biologicals. This I understand.>

As the sisters’ leader had spoken on the subject, the Sylian commanders accepted her opinion without comment.

<When would you like to start, Dimitri?> Z sent.

<Whenever you’ve arranged the procedures by which I’ll be inserted into a community and monitored,> Dimitri replied.

<Thank you, Dimitri,> Miranda sent, which he took as a dismissal.

After Dimitri exited the room, a Sylian commander asked, <Why us?>

<Would you prefer not to be engaged in this action?> Z inquired.

The Sylian briefly ducked his head in apology. <That wasn’t my meaning,> he sent. <It was my supposition that you had reasons for selecting us, and I wished to understand them.>

<Dimitri is a new SADE. He’s going to be engaging dangerous biologicals,> Z explained. <There are many things that can go wrong, which could result in his demise. We need biologicals, with their intuitive natures, to monitor him.>

<Furthermore,> Miranda continued, <like the Dischnya, you’re the most aggressive biological race we have on Darmian. Your choice of actions might be just what will be necessary.>

The commander accepted the protectors’ explanations as compliments, and he apologized for his earlier simplistic question.

<There will be one additional factor,> Z added. <A suit will accompany each traveler that monitors Dimitri.>

The Sylians coughed their laughter. The suits were greatly admired for their skills, and their losses were honored as the commitments they’d demonstrated to helping the protectors. A suit aboard the ship meant the odds of success were greatly improved.

Outside the conference room, Dimitri ran into some of the suits, and they’d enthusiastically greeted him.

Jasper examined Dimitri’s avatar and shared, <I wonder if Z can make suits with unique biological shapes.>

<If you had the credits, you could just order one,> Lita pointed out.

<Who has credits?> Dimitri queried.

<We’ve news for you, Dimitri, you’re now on the conclave payroll,> Scrounger remarked. Then he sent a link to Dimitri.

<I’ve a conclave account and a deposit,> Dimitri commented in surprise. <What does a conclave credit purchase?>

<You can determine that faster than us,> Escher replied, sending a second link.

<Just be aware, Dimitri, you have to be in existence to be able to spend the credits,> Bibi warned.

<I’ve been hearing that same warning. However, it was phrased about the dangers of an energy rifle’s blast to an avatar,> Dimitri said.

Suddenly, Dimitri was deluged with techniques to limit the damage to his avatar, including taking the blast in the head.

<Exceedingly practical maneuvers,> Dimitri complimented. <Do I take it that you’ve had to make use of these types of defensive actions?>

<The sisters have their methods,> Ceda explained, <and we’ve managed to recover many of them when they didn’t take a shot to the chest. And we’ve our own means of mitigating damage. Although, it means that we’ve each spent multiple times in Jatouche tanks.>

<So, are you prepared to deploy?> Jasper inquired.

<Absolutely,> Dimitri replied.

<Good! They’re ready for us,> Jasper added, pointing toward the conference room Dimitri had just left.

Behind the six suits came three more of them, and Dimitri quickly acknowledged their presence before he turned and followed the first six suits.

<We’re intending to drop Dimitri tomorrow night in an isolated place,> Miranda shared. <Any other thoughts?>

Quiet ruled, and the Sylians waited for the conversation to continue. That wasn’t the same for the protectors, Nebulon, and most of the suits.

<There’s the frown,> Scrounger sent to the group, except for Escher.

<There could be a better approach,> Escher sent, which made Scrounger grin.

<We’re listening,> Z replied.

<The initial challenge is to convince Radags of Dimitri’s bona fides,> Escher reasoned. <I propose we drop in a secluded location in early morning. Then he makes his way toward a significant community, preferably one with a market. On his cue, he starts running toward a densely populated area. The traveler drops down not long afterward. We’re standing on the ramp and searching for him.>

<Yes,> Bethany McIntyre added. <If a suit or two dropped off the traveler and raced after him, it would be even more convincing.>

<With our connection to Dimitri, he could take refuge after a lengthy chase, and we could avoid accidentally locating him,> Johann Stegmeir finished.

<When Dimitri finds a commander, what does he offer as his excuse?> Nebulon inquired.

<Simple one. Dimitri was nearly caught thieving,> Scrounger provided.

<Thieving what?> Dimitri queried.

<Conclave minelettes,> Scrounger responded.

<An audacious maneuver,> Dimitri commented.

<Perfect,> Z shared. <It’s never been done by a Radag, and a commander whom he meets will see the potential of making use of him.>

<Dimitri needs a weapons vest,> Ceda pointed out. <It should be heavily worn.>

<Precisely, Ceda. It would be my patriarch’s, which fits with my original story. When I couldn’t find more edged weapons, I got desperate and decided to rob a conclave ship that had landed,> Dimitri said.

<Dimitri, what’s the max speed of a young Radag warrior?> Escher inquired.

<Unknown,> Dimitri replied. Then he thought about the reason for the question. Searching recorded encounters with the Radag warriors enabled him to calculate the speed that he would need not to exceed. <Thank you, Escher.>

<We need a rehearsal,> Escher sent.

<There’s still starlight,> Miranda offered. <After the meeting, Escher, Ceda, and Bethany, you can take Dimitri for a practice run. The three of you will be aboard the drop flight. Here’s the schedule for the commanders and the suits for future flights.>

<I think we need to take precautions,> Stacey Caballero sent. <We can’t move on a forge site when Dimitri discovers it. We’ve got to wait until he finds more than one, or we wait until he’s moved on and is nowhere near the one we hit.>

<It would be better if Dimitri could report the shipments of finished weapons,> Bibi offered. <We could track the shipments. Then, later, we’d canvas an area and discover the depot.>

<Another option would be to find out who is orchestrating these actions,> Lita shared. <We know the chiefs are gone. By all indications, the chiefs haven’t been replaced. However, one or more Radag commanders have to be making these arrangements.>

<All good suggestions,> Dimitri replied. <I’ll keep them in mind as I accumulate information.>

When the discussion finished, Bethany sent, <Let’s try this test chase.> She waited until Dimitri turned his back on her. Then she slapped him sharply in the back of the head.

Dimitri spun, dropping into a crouch, with his arms extended and his claws out. He’d delivered an angry growl with his action.

Bethany laughed good-naturedly. <Well done, Dimitri. Never forget your alternate persona. Pretend that someone who can hurt you is always watching.>

<You sound as if you’ve had experience,> Dimitri sent.

<It was another life, and I don’t like to remember it,> Bethany replied, as she walked past Dimitri and patted him on the shoulder.

The group staged the start of the test from outside Stratagul.

Dimitri’s three matriarchs made sure that those near the inner wall’s gates knew that this was a test for Dimitri, and everyone should act surprised but not interfere.

The group boarded a cargo traveler, with a sister as pilot. A Sylian commander with twenty troops sat in the front of the ship. The ramp was down, and it’s where Dimitri, Escher, and Bethany stood.

<Do I surmise accurately that the two of you will be my chasers?> Dimitri inquired.

<Yes,> Escher replied.

<And what is your role, Ceda?> Dimitri queried.

<I’m here to keep Escher and Bethany out of trouble,> Ceda replied, which made Dimitri chortle.

When the SADE glanced at Escher and Bethany, he saw stoic faces. Then he was reminded of the number of times that suits had required repair in the Jatouche tanks. Again, he revised his estimation of the nature of this covert action.

The traveler dropped to the ground far outside the first gates.

<We’ll give you a head start, Dimitri,> Escher sent.

<Good fortune,> Bethany added, to which Dimitri growled and leapt off the ramp.

The new SADE drove his avatar at the rate equal to a Radag warrior’s sprint, noting that his avatar had much more potential. He’d covered nearly three-quarters of the road from the outer to the inner gates. He noticed that neither the traveler nor the suits were chasing him, which made him stop and wait.

<Would you like your score, Dimitri?> Bethany sent.

When Dimitri realized that the test was more complicated than he’d anticipated, he replied, <It isn’t necessary, Bethany. I know I failed. I had assumptions about how this would be conducted, and you demonstrated how easily it is for me to fall out of character.>

<Reset,> Escher sent.

Dimitri ran back to the traveler, maintaining the maximum warrior pace. He’d no sooner hit the ramp when he received Escher’s directive to start.

Again, Dimitri sprinted away. This time, he was halfway between gates when his rearward sensors showed Escher and Bethany racing through the outer gates. He didn’t reach the inner gates before the suited pair were running beside him and shaking their heads.

<Critique?> Dimitri asked, skidding to a halt.

<You used your rear sensors, didn’t you?> Escher queried.

<Mistake number one,> Dimitri replied. <I should have turned my head to look behind me.>

<I must praise you for your imitation of a cool, collected thief,> Bethany added.

<Mistake number two,> Dimitri responded. <No sense of desperation or anger at being chased.>

<And?> Escher prompted.

<Mistake number three. I demonstrated my lack of knowledge about conclave defenders. I should have known how fast suits propel their wearers and should have taken evasive action.>

<Reset,> Escher shared.

Dimitri watched the suits race away. He was careful not to exceed his preset limit.

The third try had a frightened and panting Radag warrior breaking through the inner gates. He desperately searched for a place to hide. Then he ran for a warren of homes.

Suits burst through the gate opening only a moment later, and they stopped to scan for his possible direction.

A youngling wanted to help the suits, but his matriarch caught his hand before he could point.

As the suits disappeared into the residential areas, the traveler flew slowly overhead, and Sylians stood on the ramp and scanned for the thief.

After the chase was called off, only tiny corrections were offered Dimitri. There seemed no reason for a fourth trial.

Dimitri checked his chronometer. He had a little more than half a cycle to study. Finding a small room in which to be quiet, he studied suit-sister-Radag warrior encounters. This time, he was after the fine details. He measured the speeds with which each race could move and how they fought. Then he moved on to study Radag facial expressions and noises in the midst of combat. Last, he watched how the warriors drew and threw their weapons.

The warriors’ vests were festooned with edged weapons. The vests were fully loaded front and back, and hands unerringly reached behind backs to snatch weapons out of the vest sheath.

Dimitri sought Ceda. <Do you have a worn vest for me?> he sent.

<Escher has collected a few,> Ceda sent. <I’ll bring one in the morning.>

<My apologies, Ceda. Could I have it now? I’m outside your house,> Dimitri sent.

Ceda chuckled in Escher’s ear, and she rolled off him. <You know where you’ve put them,> she sent, nuzzling his cheek.

Escher swung out of bed, threw on a robe, and dug through a second unused sleeping quarters. He found a worn but serviceable vest and walked it to the front door. Opening it, he sent, <Greetings, Dimitri. See you later,> and closed the door.

<Thank you, Escher,> Dimitri sent. He detected that the encounter had been less than cordial, and he considered that he’d erred. Connecting to a class one freighter’s medical suite, he researched some of the parameters he’d detected. When he was unable to find what he thought was a suitable explanation, he considered whom to ask. He chose Bethany.

<I could use some data about biologicals, Bethany,> Dimitri requested.

<Ask,> Bethany replied. She’d been a few minutes away from crawling into bed. So, as she finished in the refresher, she waited for Dimitri to continue.

<I believe I disturbed Escher and Ceda,> Dimitri explained. <I spoke to Ceda about a vest. In reply, Escher came to the door and handed me the vest. He was kind but curt, and I noticed his bio indicators weren’t settled. I believe he might not be healthy for our action tomorrow.>

Bethany laughed so hard she started choking. When she recovered, she sipped on some water to relax her throat.

<Your action indicates I’m woefully ignorant about human customs,> Dimitri offered.

<About biological customs,> Bethany corrected. <Are you aware of the partnerships among the suits?>

<From what I understand, Escher is paired with Ceda, Johann with Stacey, Jasper with Lita, and Scrounger with Bibi,> Dimitri supplied.

<Correct,> Bethany replied. <When humans say that two individuals are partners that means they’re lovers.>

<I missed that detail in my studies,> Dimitri acknowledged. <Then that would explain Escher’s abnormal bio indicators and his curtness. I interrupted Ceda and him at a most inappropriate time.>

Bethany chuckled. <Don’t think about it, Dimitri,> she sent. <They’ll forgive you.>

<But will this affect the action tomorrow?> Dimitri queried.

<You know the history of the suits on Darmian, yes?> Bethany asked, her thoughts sober.

<Indeed,> Dimitri responded.

<We’ve lost numbers, and we’ve been repaired enough times to wonder about our sanity. Yet, still we’ve persevered,> Bethany continued. <Having an individual interrupt a moment of intimacy is nothing compared to our resilient desire to defeat the warriors’ effort to eradicate what the protectors are trying to do.>

<Your point is well made, Bethany, and I thank you for the education,> Dimitri sent.

<Dimitri, hear me,> Bethany said, heading for bed. <You’ve made a brave choice to support the protectors, and we applaud that. We want you to succeed, but, more important, we want you to return safely to us.>

<Again, thank you for those thoughts, Bethany,> Dimitri sent. Afterward, he studied the protectors’ Trident databases for a different reason. He’d been propagated by Fordark, who’d been a governor. Their shared knowledge about biological relationships was limited.

While starlight was still a conclave half hour away, the team boarded a traveler. A sister flew the ship high above the planet. She headed for a remote city with a significant population and several large markets. When she was in position, there was no need to communicate it. Everyone in the main cabin had an implant or comm and was linked to the ship’s controller.

<Ready, Dimitri?> Escher asked.

<I would like to apologize —> was as far as Dimitri got.

Ceda’s hand had cupped his muzzle. <Nothing to apologize for, Dimitri,> she sent gently. <Concentrate on what you must do. That’s how you come back safely to us.>

Dimitri heard the same sentiment that had been expressed by Bethany. In that instant, he knew he’d made the right decision to abandon his box onboard the peacekeeper and accept a conclave avatar. <I’m ready, Escher,> he sent, lightly squeezing Ceda’s wrist.

The sister dropped the traveler rapidly. She landed behind a pile of huge boulders, and Dimitri exited the ramp at a run.

Instead of running straight for the distant city, Dimitri ran from one point of cover to another.

The traveler’s occupants watched the view from the class one freighter that the captain had repositioned for this operation.

<That’s taking the concept of a fugitive further than we taught,> Bethany expressed in a complimentary thought.

Dimitri was hiding behind trees and scanning the skies. Then he’d race to another tree or jump behind a fallen log and repeat his search for followers. It took him nearly two hours to work his way to the outskirts of the city. Along the way, he imitated panting with a heaving chest.

When Dimitri reached a residential area, he hid behind small sheds and low fences.

<It’s time,> Escher sent to the sister, who dropped the ramp, as she lifted.

Bethany and Escher took up their positions on the ramp.

As the sister gained altitude, she spun the ship to fly backward. Doing her part, she flew the ship in a search pattern. Deliberately, she’d lowered the traveler’s altitude, halted its flight, and turned the aft end at Escher’s direction.

City Radags pointed at the ship, picked up their devices, and made calls. To whom was a good question.

Knowing exactly where Dimitri ran and hid helped make the appearance of a pursuit more realistic.

Bethany and Escher had great confirmation of that when the local residents started bombarding them with vegetables. Most fell short. A few necessitated quick responses to swat them away.

When Bethany was hit with a round gourd, it burst and sprayed her suit. The thrower, a young warrior, howled his success. Bethany silently applauded him, which confused the youth.

As Dimitri made his way toward the city center, it was time for phase two.

On cue, the sister closed within ten meters of a pathway, and Escher and Bethany jumped.

Onlookers were prepared to pelt the colorfully suited individuals, but the ease with which they’d leapt from the ship and sprinted away made them desist from throwing anything.

Like the chase to this moment, Bethany and Escher spread out and appeared to check streets and common areas. All the while, the traveler floated overhead. Now the Sylian commander and some of his troops stood on the ramp, and they often shouted directions to the chasers, despite that being totally unnecessary.

Dimitri continued to track the progress of his pursuers. He angled toward a market as they closed in on him. With not more than two hundred meters to spare, he entered the crowded market, selling every aspect of his tormented race.

A rescue came in the form of two elderly Radag vendors who waved frantically at him. Deviating from his path, Dimitri ran toward the couple. They opened a storage cabinet for him, and he crawled inside. The fit was tight, but it served his purpose.

When Bethany and Escher entered the market, they were met with hostility. As they searched stalls, they were bumped, pushed, and produce was thrown at them.

Ceda and the Sylians dropped off the ship in a flat area near the market, and the entire team ran to the rescue. While the Sylians swept through the market in an effort to reach the searchers without angering the residents, Ceda had no such compunction. She plowed through, often leaping and somersaulting over heavily packed crowds. She arrived to stop an older woman intending to heave a gourd at the back of Bethany’s head. A strong gloved hand was clamped on the wrist, which made the gourd drop and burst as it hit the ground. Ceda waved a finger at the old woman and released her wrist.

As the Sylians flooded the market, the stall owners quickly returned the vegetables in their hands to the displays. Amid the baleful glares, the suits and the Sylians searched the market. When they reached the far end, Escher swung a hand and called out to the others to evacuate the market.

As they ran toward the ship, they heard Radag jeers behind them.

Bethany chuckled and sent, <I think that was the best undercover insertion I’ve ever seen.>

When the elderly Radag couple saw the ship turn and head deeper into the city, the male eased the cabinet open and inquired, “What did you do that made the invaders so angry that they would chase you with a ship?”

Dimitri patted his empty weapons vest. “No weapons. I thought to take some of theirs.”

The elderly couple blinked in surprise. They’d never heard of anyone trying to steal weapons from the invaders. Then they howled in celebration at the audacious attempt. Soon, they were calling out to others what Dimitri had tried to do, and he became an instant celebrity.

“Come home with us,” the female said. “You’ll need rest and food, and we want to hear more about your attempt.”

“But you have produce to sell,” Dimitri objected.

“There are others who will want to hear your story,” the male said. “They will compensate us for our loss.”
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Dimitri applied subterfuge to deal with the elderly couple. They wanted him to eat and rest. He would take his food and drink and say he must reconnoiter. Then he’d slip out of the house and find a way to dispose of the food and drink without being observed or having the couple find it.

As for rest, Dimitri took the opportunity to update the traveler high above him. The ship had hidden a portable comm relay in an unused shed about a hundred meters from him.

Two cycles after Dimitri had met the couple, three warriors arrived to speak to him. Two were young. Only the older warrior looked experienced. His vest was well-worn like Dimitri’s, except his was original.

The foursome walked outside but stood under an awning at Dimitri’s insistence.

“Why did the invaders and their ship chase you?” the senior asked.

“This is my patriarch’s vest. His weapons were cleared out from the house by the invaders,” Dimitri replied. “I tried to get more weapons, but everyone is holding on to what they possess.”

The youngest warrior chortled dismissively. “You can make your own,” he said. “We did,” he added, using the back of his hand to tap the other young warrior’s shoulder.

Dimitri eyed his antagonist. “You could lend me one, or I could take it,” he offered.

“Try it,” the youngster growled.

Dimitri minimized his response settings. Then he cuffed the warrior and simultaneously snatched a homemade blade from the youngster’s vest. As the antagonist growled, Dimitri flipped the blade a few times, hefted it, thumbed its edge, and chucked it toward the youngster, who fumbled for it. “Inferior,” he pronounced.

“I suppose you can do better?” the older youngster challenged.

“Of course, I can,” Dimitri declared. “But I wouldn’t use a piece of metal I found lying around. You beat it with a hammer, and you weaken it. Metal has to be heated, until it’s red hot to make a strong blade.”

The older warrior’s eyes lit as he listened to Dimitri. “Finish your story about the chase,” he directed.

Dimitri shrugged. It was a technique that Jasper had taught him to indicate indifference or to acknowledge a mistake. “When I couldn’t get my claws on any good weapons, I thought to take some from the conclave,” he explained.

“Monumental mistake,” the older youth stated.

“Maybe,” Dimitri replied. “I almost got away with it.”

“Describe the incident,” the elder warrior insisted. His eyes drilled into those of the young ones to keep their muzzles shut until he’d finished the interrogation.

“An invader’s ship landed near where I was walking,” Dimitri replied. “Troops of various kinds poured out. I waited for them to return, but, as the chronometer advanced, it appeared that the rear of the ship was empty. So, I crept toward the ship until I could see really well. I saw boxes. So, I sprinted inside, grabbed a case, and ran with it.”

“That’s when they chased you,” the elder surmised.

“Not at all,” Dimitri responded. “I made it to a hiding place and opened the case, which was heavy, by the way. Inside were these round balls of metal. I didn’t see how to arm them. So, I hid the case and left to get something to eat.”

“So, the invader’s weapons are still there,” the older youth proposed.

“No,” Dimitri replied, which earned the youth the elder’s growl. “When I returned to my hiding place, I saw that the invader’s ship had landed there, and a trooper was carrying the case to the ship. He stopped and barked. That brought troopers flooding out of the ship, and the chase began.”

“How long did you evade them until the couple hid you?” the elder asked.

“Almost two cycles,” Dimitri replied. “I’ve a feeling that I was undone by the invader’s technology. They probably knew a case was taken, and they could locate those metal balls at a distance.”

“How did you evade your pursuers for two cycles?” the elder inquired.

“They couldn’t track me electronically,” Dimitri replied proudly. “I used every trick my patriarch taught me about pursuit. In this case, I was the pursued. I traveled mainly at night. When I slept, I hid my body heat to remain out of sight.”

“Not bad,” the elder said. He intended to cuff Dimitri in the shoulder, but Dimitri intercepted the hand.

“Nothing personal, but I had enough of my patriarch’s attentions,” Dimitri explained. “His temper cost me my matriarch and my two female siblings.”

“Understood,” the elder replied. “We’ll return tomorrow morning. Then we’ll take a long trip. There’s something that you should see.”

As the trio left, Dimitri sent to the traveler, <If you can follow the elder warrior, it would be to our benefit.>

<You’re our first priority, Dimitri,> Bibi returned. <We’ve called for a second traveler, but the trio has already slipped into a double row of homes.>

The next morning, the elder warrior returned alone. He was surprised to find Dimitri waiting inside the door for him. “Nervous?” the elder teased.

“When you’ve been chased for two cycles by the invaders, you tell me how quickly you regain your composure,” Dimitri returned.

“Point taken,” the elder replied. “Come. Let’s get started.”

The old couple was still asleep. So, Dimitri chose not to wake them to say thank you. But he did send a message to Jasper, who was on duty above. <We’re leaving the house. The warrior has a bag. I think we’ll be taking public transport.>

Dimitri was right. They walked for nearly three kilometers, ducking through a market and staying to pathways instead of streets.

A line of passengers approached gates and used their devices to pay the cost of transport.

The senior warrior paid for both of them. Then he led Dimitri to a separate terminal. A high-speed transport with six cars waited for them. They sat in the last car, which was for the cheapest tickets.

From Dimitri’s point of view, the senior warrior knew how to keep a low profile, which, to the SADE, meant he had something important to hide. This was something that he relayed to Jasper.

Like the Sylians, Jasper had laid his chair into a bed, and he lolled on top of it. The monitoring of Dimitri had turned into a waiting game. No one knew when, or if, Dimitri’s undercover work would produce results.

For most of a cycle, the sister aboard the traveler tracked the high-speed transport. At the height she flew, Dimitri’s signal was unavailable to them. When the transport stopped, the traveler’s passengers came alert and scanned for Dimitri’s exit. Although, there was no prearranged signal, they were certain that he would find a way to signal them.

At a small community, the sister spotted two Radags exit the transport’s rear car. One of the Radags used three strokes to smooth his crown hair.

A vehicle waited at the terminal for the pair. After boarding, the driver headed away from the small town.

Jasper heard Scrounger’s chuckle in his implant. <What are you thinking?> he sent.

<I think we know the reason the troops haven’t been able to find anything more than cold furnaces,> Scrounger replied. <They were looking in the cities. The Radags moved them to the hills. Take a view off the bow.>

Jasper adjusted his controller’s viewpoint. While he’d focused on Dimitri, Scrounger had linked through the class one freighter to observe the traveler’s flight direction. A small dusty road led toward a line of hills in the distance. Between the vehicle they followed and the hills many kilometers away, there was nothing else to see but scrub grasses and stunted trees thirsty for water.

Dimitri had hoped that those in the traveler had caught his signal. He pinned his probabilities on the constant assurances he’d received from the suits about his safety being their priority.

The vehicle dropped off its passengers at the base of a rough trail, and Dimitri’s companion started climbing without a word. It took a while, but the pair reached an old mine entrance. A sad excuse for a gate, whose best day was probably three decades ago, blocked the entrance.

The warrior slipped past the gate’s broken edge, and Dimitri followed.

Inside was a dusty tunnel with transport tracks on its floor. Partway along the tunnel, the warrior opened a small door, labeled tools, and he stepped inside.

Dimitri waited, but the warrior’s hand appeared out of the gloom and beckoned him onward. When he passed through the back of the tool shed, he stepped into a brightly lit tunnel and a hive of activity.

Several tunnels led off the main unit.

Dimitri could hear the sounds of heavy machinery, and he could smell the odors of forging equipment at work. The warrior led him to a grizzled commander.

“I hear you have some knowledge of blades,” the commander said.

“I do,” Dimitri replied.

“Follow me,” the commander ordered. At a bench, the commander selected two blades. “Tell me about these,” he requested.

Dimitri checked the blades for sharpness, balance, and straightness. “Not bad,” he pronounced. “But.” Then he placed a blade on the workbench and smacked it with a hammer. The weapon snapped in half. The other blade was placed in a vice, and it easily bent. “They look pretty, but I wouldn’t want to depend on them in a fight.”

The commander regarded Dimitri suspiciously, and Dimitri returned his stare.

“You’re young,” the commander said, pointing out the obvious. “How do you know these things?’

“I escaped my house every opportunity I could get,” Dimitri replied. “I chose to study metallurgy because it fascinated me.”

“What was wrong with your house?” the commander queried.

The elder warrior flashed his teeth and imitated dragging his claws across his throat. “The entire family,” he said.

“Where’s your patriarch now?” the commander inquired.

“He’s no longer a threat to anyone,” Dimitri replied, putting some ire into his tone.

The commander grunted and said, “Come this way.” Then he led Dimitri to the furnace, pouring chute, and the shaping machinery. “We’re having problems at this site with our quality. Study it, and tell us how to improve it. You’ll be supplied with food and a bed. If you can help, we’ll fill every slot in that vest of yours with high quality weapons.”

“I’ll get started,” Dimitri replied enthusiastically.

The commander took the elder warrior aside. “Keep an eye on that one. Something about him makes me nervous.”

The elder warrior nodded and returned to Dimitri’s side.

Dimitri ran calculations to understand how to achieve his twin goals. The first was to improve the smelting and fabrication processes to please the commander and prove his worth. The second was to mitigate that success. His efforts would lead to the production of quality edged weapons and their subsequent shipment. He had to develop a means of informing the conclave of the shipments and allowing his new friends to track them.

To start, Dimitri made a show of running tests on the refined ores. He was fascinated by his avatar’s capabilities that allowed much of the work to be done by the avatar’s senses. However, he went through the process of examining the metals with the lab equipment provided.

When Dimitri finished his analysis, he told his constant companion, the elder warrior, “I need to speak to the commander.”

A few minutes later, Dimitri and the warrior stood in front of the commander.

“Report,” the commander requested tersely.

“The refined ores are inadequate,” Dimitri replied. When the commander stared at him with narrowed eyes, he added, “They’ve impurities. Most of them are in crystalline formations. The quantities aren’t great, but if the smelting operations aren’t prepared to reach a sufficient heat to burn them off or separate them, then the impurities will impair the weapons’ strengths.”

“It would be difficult to obtain better refined ores,” the commander replied. “Examine the smelting operations. See if adjustments can be made.”

The commander tipped his muzzle toward the door, and Dimitri made an exit. However, a hand signal kept the elder warrior in the room. “What do you think?” the commander asked.

“I can’t follow what he’s doing. It’s beyond my understanding,” the warrior replied. “But, when he finished his analysis, he showed me the results. Under great magnification, I saw the objects that he said were impurities.”

“And you believe him?” the commander inquired.

The warrior shrugged. “Apologies, commander, I haven’t the knowledge to determine that.”

“Unfortunately, none of us have,” the commander grumbled. Then he swung his muzzle toward the door again.

Dimitri continued to improve every step in the weapons’ manufacture. When he had finished products, he presented them to the commander, who distributed them to senior warriors.

Although the knives’ tangs weren’t covered, the warriors checked the edges, the heft, and worked to damage them. Their opinions were unanimous. They were the best blades that had been made after the invaders had arrived.

The commander kept his thoughts to himself. He was pleased with Dimitri’s results, but he still had misgivings about him.

Dimitri maintained quality control, while other Radags handled production. To further his other goal, Dimitri casually wandered toward the facility’s exit, but a young warrior on guard duty stopped him.

“You require the commander’s authorization to step outside, and this can only be done with the proper protection,” the warrior said, pointing at tarps that would hide heat signatures.

“It’s odd not to see starlight or the night sky,” Dimitri remarked.

“I agree,” the warrior said. “I’ve been down here for nearly half an annual, and my skin is beginning to itch,” the warrior admitted.

Successive trips toward the exit resulted in the same explanation from other warriors. Rather than continue to try for the exit, he started taking gifts, as a reason to chat with the guards. He took the things most desired by young warriors ... freshly honed blades. He never asked to be allowed to pass, but it enabled him to study the guards’ rotation schedule, while he searched for a weakness.

Aboard the traveler high overhead, Johann reported, as his replacement traveler arrived, <Still no signal from Dimitri.>

<The Radags must be keeping tight security controls,> Stacey surmised. <That Dimitri can’t reach the comm relay we stashed nearby the mine’s mouth, means he’s not allowed near the entrance.>

<Miranda, Z, and Nebulon believe he’s proven himself useful to the operation,> Johann shared.

<That can mean only one thing. We’re about to see proof of his expertise,> Stacey surmised.

<A weapons shipment,> Johann finished.

<We’ve tracked the heavy transports that appear to be delivering smelted ores,> Stacey sent. <How are we supposed to know when one of those vehicles picks up an outgoing shipment?>

<Nebulon and the other sisters have been backtracking the deliveries and the transports’ return trips,> Johann explained. <I understand that they’ve located multiple mining locations.>

<If we shut those down, then the forging locations would be out of commission,> Stacey proffered.

<Jasper made that same suggestion,> Johann returned. <It seems that the protectors want to bring weapon production to a grinding halt, no pun intended. They figure that it will take the recalcitrant individuals many annuals to recreate what they will lose.>

<I think I understand them,> Stacey sent. <The loss of sisters and suits has deeply affected Miranda, Z, and Nebulon. There’ll be no half measures on this operation.>

<That’s what I thought, and I’m in favor of it,> Johann replied, as his sister swept the traveler in an arc to return to Stratagul. As each suit had been lost, Johann feared the moment when his constant link with Stacey would be truncated. It would become worse when he’d learn that a Jatouche tank wouldn’t be able to repair her.

Dimitri was never able to exit the facility and warn the conclave that a shipment was outgoing. He watched ten crates taken out one night, and he knew he had to depend on his monitors to have devised a means of tracking the dangerous weapons.

Several cycles later, Dimitri was called to the commander’s office. Stepping inside, he found three more commanders. He wasn’t introduced. Instead, his commander merely pointed at him and said, “Quality control.”

“Available?” a commander with a scarred muzzle inquired.

“I think we can manage on our own,” the local commander replied.

“Pack,” the scarred commander directed Dimitri.

Dimitri held out his arms and replied, “Ready,” which made the new commanders chortle.

As the foursome strode for the facility’s exit, the scarred commander said, “Your commander doesn’t like you.”

“He hasn’t liked me since I first arrived,” Dimitri noted.

“Why?” another commander asked.

Dimitri shrugged. “Maybe he didn’t like that a young warrior fixed his problems,” he offered.

“I can understand that,” the third commander responded. “But you have to accept expertise where you find it.”

At the exit, the guard issued tarps to the four and kept one for himself. Then everyone headed for the mine’s entrance.

The moment Dimitri exited the mine, he detected the comm relay, and he sent the data he’d accumulated and his suppositions about what was to happen.

<Reception of data confirmed,> Escher sent, happy to hear from Dimitri.

<What of the several shipments that left the mine?> Dimitri queried, pleased to be able to speak with Escher.

<We’ve tracked every incoming and outgoing transport,> Escher replied. <The Radags aren’t as clever at subterfuge as they might have hoped.>

Dimitri heard Escher’s chuckle. Although he’d only walked among the conclave members for a short while before starting this operation, it occurred to him that he already missed their camaraderie.

<Z has revived his shadow program with alterations,> Escher sent, adding a link. <We’ll use these digital creatures to establish contact with you when you enter the next location.>

<More than likely, it’ll be inside another abandoned mine,> Dimitri suggested.

<I notice that the facility’s entrance was hidden off the main shaft,> the sister who was piloting sent.

<I’ve reviewed the shadow program, Escher,> Dimitri sent. <Z’s small creation wouldn’t be able to gain access through that type of disguised entrance.>

<We’ll work on the concept,> Escher replied. <We can always augment the shadow’s operation with a spider.>

Dimitri received an image of the automated machine that fought the Colony. <Interesting. About to fall out of range of the comm relay,> he warned.

<Remember, Dimitri, not to strive for perfection. If in trouble, bolt, and we’ll collect,> Escher sent hurriedly. However, the link dropped before he could get a response.

For nearly three conclave months, multiple suits, sisters, and Sylian teams simultaneously tracked the locations Dimitri uncovered and the shipments arriving and leaving. The former enabled the conclave to pinpoint the forging stations. The latter identified the ore mines.

After Dimitri visited his fifth forge operation, no more commanders arrived to request his help.

True to Escher’s words, Dimitri was able to keep contact with the conclave after arriving at the second forge site. He learned that a traveler had dropped a spider with a shadow attached to its back.

The spider had circumvented the mine’s boarded entrance. Partway down the main tunnel, a large display of the mine’s layout hid the facility’s entrance.

The spider quietly pried open the heavy display, and the shadow slipped inside the new tunnel. It climbed the rocky surface and firmly attached its body in a crevice. Then its surface adopted the imagery under its belly. In effect, it disappeared unless someone examined every centimeter of the tunnel’s roof.

Dimitri’s signal was weak, which occasionally resulted in dropped data, but he persisted until the receiving party acknowledged a clear transmission.

<I believe we’ve sufficient information from Dimitri,> Nebulon shared one morning with Miranda and Z.

<Agreed, but what’s the best circumstances under which we evacuate him?> Z replied. <Should we keep his identity secret? If we did it successfully, we could make use of the same approach again. It could be any one of us in a Radag avatar.>

Miranda and Nebulon filled the conference link with their noise.

<My dear partner, you would not be one to inhabit a Radag avatar,> Miranda sent.

<That’s true, Z,> Nebulon added. <You would never tolerate the downsizing.>

<I could build an appropriately sized avatar,> Z responded, sending an image of a fifty-meter high Radag avatar ravaging a city.

This sent Miranda and Nebulon into another fit of laughter, and the three held a vid war, something they hadn’t done in a while.

When quiet ruled, Miranda sent, <We must consider Z’s suggestion.>

<I’ve run scenarios, and I envision Dimitri making an easy escape,> Nebulon replied. <However, I see the Radags connecting the dots when we raid mines, production facilities, and storage buildings.>

<They might suspect Dimitri as the culprit, but would they think him a digital sentient in a Radag avatar?> Z offered in opposition.

<That’s a good question, Z,> Nebulon acknowledged.

Miranda checked which suits were awake, and she linked Escher, Ceda, Scrounger, and Bibi into the conference. Then she explained the conversation.

<Why can’t we try for the entire load?> Scrounger queried, using a mickie term.

<Agreed,> Bibi added. <As long as we don’t risk Dimitri, it would be to our advantage to drive full carts away.>

<Colorful terminology,> Nebulon shared privately with the protectors.

<Any suggestions on how you would achieve this?> Miranda queried.

<We need an alternative to Dimitri. Someone else to be the guilty party,> Ceda provided. <This is similar to the guilty older child blaming the innocent younger one for the mess.>

Escher chuckled, and Scrounger and Bibi privately celebrated.

<Z’s our answer,> Escher cheered.

<We’ve already told him he can’t have the Radag avatar,> Nebulon deadpanned, which created a second vid fight.

The successes, which had overcome the many challenges to take on an entire planet of recalcitrant Radags, were releasing the fears carried by every conclave member.

<Explain, Escher,> Z requested above the noise.

<We’ve all the resources we need,> Escher replied. <We populate every location with shadows, more than one for each site. We position travelers with full teams above those places. When ready, we have warriors discover a few shadows. Then we descend and clear out the mines, facilities, and storage locations.>

<And Dimitri is taken into custody with every Radag at his present forge facility,> Ceda added.

The conference participants could hear the kiss Ceda planted loudly on Escher’s temple.

Within a few cycles, teams were surreptitiously delivering multiple shadows to every aspect of the Radags’ operations.

When the travelers were in place, Z sent a signal via the ships. That signal was transferred from the travelers to the hidden comm relays and to particular shadows.

The conclave would have been amused to know that, as one of the shadows in the first forge location received a signal that shut off its energy cell, it released its grip on the crevice. When it fell, it landed on a guard’s head. The panicked warrior howled in terror, not knowing what had attacked him.

When the shadow was knocked to the floor, the warrior stomped on it several times.

Soon after the discovery of many shadows, the travelers dropped to the surface, and sisters, suits, and Sylian teams spilled out.

Many warriors put up a fight, but, in close quarters and without energy rifles, they were outmatched by their opponents.

Dimitri faked a stab at Escher, who blocked the SADE’s arm aside and threw a glancing blow to the muzzle. As Dimitri went down, Escher sent his congratulations on an effective pretense.

It took more than sixteen cycles to dismantle every aspect of the Radags’ operation. The mines were closed with clusters of mini-minelettes, and the edged weapons were smelted into a large single block.

A celebration was held to congratulate Dimitri. The SADE had a few intimate contacts with his avatar before he started his undercover operation. That evening, he was frequently hugged and patted on his shoulders and back.

When Gurderg and her friends had a little too much to drink, they hung on him like an old friend. Now and then, they teased him by applying a long tongue to his muzzle.

<So, Dimitri, do you want to keep your Radag avatar?> Miranda sent, while the matriarchs howled in delight after teasing Dimitri again.

<If permitted, Miranda, I would always want to keep this avatar. It represents some unique memories,> Dimitri replied. <I wonder if you have need of another undercover operative. I rather liked the excitement. However, I would like the same quality backup as I was given this time.>

<Z,> Miranda sent, adding him to her link with Dimitri. <Do you think you could build a Krackus avatar?>

<We need to reengineer some of the internal components to fit the smaller avatar,> Z replied. <Is our intrepid covert agent ready for another operation?>

<Possibly,> Dimitri replied. <But not tonight.>

OceanofPDF.com


17: Wymron’s Journeys

QUELLER AND

YERET INHABITED WORLDS

Wymron and Iltaft had continually shared the small steps that indicated that Queller citizens were embracing change. But nothing indicated that more clearly than the recent elections.

A furor was created over the standing of prospective representatives in many districts. These individuals weren’t elders. They were progressive young business owners who’d adopted conclave implants and the conclave-Queller financial exchange.

The districts were primarily located on Devona where the conclave’s influence was greatest.

Wymron’s admins had been deluged with protests from the sitting elders in those districts. At the same time, messages were received from citizens who supported the new candidates.

<Conclave support,> Wymron sent to Iltaft, at the time.

<Define,> Iltaft returned, holding up a hand to interrupt her conversation with Timteri, her senior admin.

<Non-elder candidates,> Wymron replied.

<Historical references?> Iltaft inquired.

<Yes,> Wymron replied, ending the conversation.

Timteri grinned and sent, <You’ve mastered elder speak.>

<I anticipate what might be Wymron’s subject. Then I query to ensure I understand the action he needs me to consider,> Iltaft shared. <If it’s a complex subject, then Wymron has to help me.>

Timteri stared expectantly at Iltaft, assuming they would resume their conversation about Kosyet’s report on the manufacturers.

In return, Iltaft gazed at Timteri and sent, <Priorities.>

Timteri blinked. Then the one-word message registered. <Yes, priorities,> she replied. Then she left the office to take care of Wymron’s request.

It was Iltaft’s turn to grin as her admin disappeared. As her workload had grown, she’d handed Timteri more and more assignments. To her satisfaction, Timteri was managing Kosyet, her friend, well. The industrialists had a tough time pushing back against Kosyet’s demands that they hold to their agreements with the Woots and the Dwerves.

<We need your help,> Timteri sent, after swiftly connecting to Minimalist and Luther.

<Again?> Minimalist sent dryly.

Timteri grunted her amusement. Then she replied, <You behave, you naughty SADE, or I’ll tell Morgoth.>

Minimalist and Luther filled the conference with noises, thoroughly enjoying their blooming relationship with Timteri. They’d already added her to the SADEs’ list of bright lights.

<Command us. We exist to serve,> Minimalist returned, which made Timteri grunt her laughter until tears ran from her eyes. When she got control, she sent, <Wymron has a problem.>

Dropping the senior elder’s name changed the nature of the conversation.

<It’s the elections,> Timteri continued. <Districts have candidates who aren’t elders. There are protests and defenses on both sides of the question. Wymron wants to know if there are historical laws dictating that district representatives must be elders, which might have been lost in time.>

<One moment,> Luther sent.

Luther and Minimalist had already investigated Devona’s archaic data organization. When they presented the challenges that searching the databases would present to Iltaft and Wymron, the pair agreed that the SADEs should be allowed to reorganize Devona’s many data repositories.

In turn, Minimalist and Luther had suggested employing a conclave controller. When that was approved, the work took about three cycles to install the controller and link it to the repositories. However, the enormous amount of data that had been compiled during centuries was still poorly organized. Many SADEs assisted with that part of the project.

Minimalist and Luther turned to the group linking the disparate data records to historical events. Aware of the newly developing organization and its present limitations, the data reorganizers ran multiple simultaneous searches through the data repositories.

Less than a quarter hour later, a SADE returned, <We’ve located the first elections held on Devona. A stored article relates the winners. Many are elders. Three are junior elders, and one is a citizen, a business owner. We’ve found no law proscribing an elder is the only one qualified to stand for election.>

<Our thanks,> Minimalist replied. Then Luther and he relayed the information to Timteri.

<Many thanks,> Timteri replied. Then she shared the information with Iltaft, who linked to Wymron.

<Opinion?> Wymron queried Iltaft.

<Change difficult. New representatives good,> Iltaft replied.

Wymron grunted his understanding and dropped the link.

Finding the answer to the question was the easy part for Wymron. Now he had to communicate his decision to the districts. He borrowed Iltaft’s methods. Instead of issuing a directive from his desk through his admins, he ordered a traveler.

When the pilot communicated that he was inbound, Wymron left his office and worked his way outside the admin building.

Media had seen Wymron regularly exit his office. Invariably, it meant a newsworthy item. While they kept a respectful distance, they peppered him with questions.

Noting that most media representatives possessed implants, he sent, <Speak on return.> Then, with a sweep of his hand toward a few without implants, he directed, <Share.>

At the traveler’s hatch steps, a youthful Queller pilot leaned out to give Wymron a hand, and the senior elder readily accepted it.

That, in and of itself, represented a newsworthy image.

<Timteri. Queller pilot. Problematic districts,> Wymron sent.

Timteri quickly accessed the district list that Iltaft and she had been discussing earlier that cycle. Then she connected to Wymron’s pilot and shared the information. <Request the order of districts that Wymron would like,> she sent. <These are across the face of Devona. Depending on what Wymron wants to accomplish, you might need relief. Connect with Gat’r.>

<Copy that, Timteri,> the youthful Queller replied, imitating the Pyrean pilots, whom the trainees had chosen to emulate.

The Queller pilot queried Wymron by offering a surface map with the districts identified.

Wymron grunted in satisfaction, and he numbered the districts in a sequence.

<Where?> the pilot queried.

<District headquarters,> Wymron replied. His admins were ensuring that all candidates in each district would be ready to meet him. Then he settled into the nanites seat. He knew his office chair and the traveler’s seat were similar, but he preferred the ship’s seat, and he knew why. In his mind, his office represented the past, and the traveler seat represented the future, which he intended to embrace.

Wymron’s visits at each district headquarters were brief.

The candidates were stunned to meet Wymron in person, which meant they were unprepared to ask questions or protest.

In no uncertain terms, Wymron made it clear that all qualified candidates were welcome. <Citizens decide,> he frequently said.

At one stop, a many-term district representative, an elder, asked, “Why do you consider my primary opponent qualified?”

“Why unqualified?” Wymron returned.

“He’s not an elder,” the representative replied.

“Not against Queller law. SADEs searched,” Wymron said, shutting down the conversation.

It was late in the evening when the visits to the districts were complete. With Gat’r’s help, the Queller pilot had been swapped out, and a tired Wymron was returned to his admin building.

Media had learned to track Wymron’s traveler, and they hurried to intercept his return.

As the ship settled onto the building’s plaza, Wymron connected to the new pilot. <Short stay. Then home,> he sent.

The hatch dropped, and Wymron stood in the opening. He held up a hand to the media to halt their questions. <Districts upset. Candidates unqualified,> he sent. <Not true. Qualified candidates accepted. No laws broken.> Then he gestured toward the non-implanted media reporters and sent, <Share.>

Media spread the story across Queller worlds. The immediate reaction took place on Devona with a doubling of districts presenting non-elder candidates. The effect would be less pronounced on the outer worlds, but brave individuals would present their credentials to challenge the incumbent representatives.

A few cycles later, Iltaft chose to visit Wymron.

The admins cleared the line and waved Iltaft into Wymron’s office.

<Senior elder traveled to districts. New. Daughter proud,> Iltaft sent. She saw that she’d caught Wymron off guard. He’d waved away her praise, but his grunts said he was pleased. <Journey more?> she inquired.

<Where?> Wymron inquired.

<Trevonian,> Iltaft replied. <Progress confirmed.>

<Ready,> Wymron swiftly replied.

<Tomorrow morning,> Iltaft confirmed and exited the office.

The admin line reformed, but the first in line had to wait while Wymron mused about the repercussions of his decision.

Traveling to the districts was an eye-opener for elders and other citizens alike. Journeying off planet to a far outer world would do more than open eyes. Knowing that, he made a decision as to the means by which he’d announce his travels. Then he grunted amusingly to himself. His thought was that he wasn’t sure who was learning more from the other, Iltaft or him.

Iltaft requested a Trident via Temtalum, her pilot, who sought to confirm the passengers and their pickup times.

Timteri dropped by Iltaft’s office. <Wymron wishes to board at his residence, but he requests a stop at the admin building. Apparently, he wants to speak to the media.>

Iltaft grunted humorously. <The senior elder has realized the value of the media as friends.>

<Will you need my services on Trevonian?> Timteri asked hopefully.

<Communicate to Kosyet. She’s to join you and me,> Iltaft sent, returning to her work. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Timteri nearly skip out of sight.

<Pack for a trip,> Timteri enthusiastically sent to Kosyet. <We leave tomorrow morning.>

<That might be nice, Timteri, but I’ve important meetings tomorrow,> Kosyet replied.

<You contact the attendees and inform them that you must accompany Senior Elder Wymron, Conclave Representative Iltaft, and Senior Admin Timteri off world,> Timteri sent authoritatively. She waited, pleased that Kosyet couldn’t see her grin.

<To where?> Kosyet managed to ask.

<Trevonian,> Timteri replied.

<Why me? Is this a test?> Kosyet queried nervously.

<That’s not the way Iltaft works,> Timteri reprimanded. <This is how she exposes individuals she likes to the broader nature of Queller society.>

<What will I need to do?> Kosyet asked.

<About the same as you did with your professors and are doing with the manufacturers, except politely,> Timteri explained, which made Kosyet laugh. <Be yourself and give Iltaft an honest opinion when asked. That’s all she expects.>

<What about Wymron?> Kosyet inquired.

<Count on Iltaft to translate elder speak for you,> Timteri warned. <Otherwise, you’re more than likely to misunderstand what he’s saying.>

The next morning, Temtalum gathered Timteri and Kosyet first. Then Iltaft boarded next. When Wymron climbed aboard with Iltaft’s help, he received Temtalum’s short message that she was headed for the admin building.

The media reporters had crowded the plaza, and Temtalum chose to hover above the plaza’s edge. She dropped the hatch and waited for Wymron’s signal to land the ship.

Instead, Wymron stepped to the hatchway. When he saw he was about four meters above the audience, he grinned. He could feel Iltaft’s grip on his tunic’s belt. <Hold tight, Daughter. This isn’t the time for me to fall on my face.>

Iltaft thought Wymron’s play on words deserved a humorous grunt, but her grip on Wymron needed all her attention. Then she felt four small hands tighten on her belt’s back, which eased her concerns.

Connecting to the majority of the audience, Wymron sent, <Journey. Trevonian. Needs attention.> Then he waved to the assembled reporters and backed up.

Iltaft quickly signaled the hatch closed. She didn’t release her grip on Wymron nor did Timteri and Kosyet on her until the hatch was sealed.

<Good presentation,> Wymron shared in satisfaction to his companions. Then he ambled to his preferred seat.

Iltaft, Timteri, and Kosyet stared at one another. They still wore stricken expressions.

In the media throng, reporters with implants requested translations of elder speak, even as they shared the short message with members without implants.

<Not much to translate,> a senior consultant relayed to the junior reporter in the field. <Access Iltaft’s trip with the Dwerve ship to Trevonian. That will provide you with good background. Your real story is Wymron leaving the Basyat system for an outer world.>

The Trident captain vacated his quarters for Wymron, and Iltaft, Timteri, and Kosyet shared a second cabin.

To prevent discomforting the ship’s guests, the captain chose the shortest and swiftest means of dropping out of the system and transiting for Trevonian.

Within a few cycles, the Trident was exiting the dark and making for the planet.

When Temtalum approached the planet with her passengers, she flew above the community that was previously visited. As she circled, she occasionally passed above the meeting hall, signaling the community that she had important personages for them.

Iltaft saw Temtalum’s intention, and she searched for a more convenient place to start. Trapping an image of a few households they overflew, she sent it Temtalum. <Set us down here,> she requested.

Seeing the traveler shift to a new landing place, the community members diverted from the meeting hall and visually followed the ship.

Only a few individuals were present when Temtalum set the traveler down. However, soon Quellers and Dwerves in a significant number assembled.

A Trident SADE, Kreese, exited the traveler first. He helped Kosyet off, who the Trevonians didn’t recognize. However, Timteri’s appearance generated a murmur of appreciation. It was Iltaft’s stance in the hatchway that made the audience clap and stomp their feet. She waved as Kreese lowered her to the ground.

Then Wymron stood above the hatch steps, and there were loud audible gasps from the Trevonians.

Iltaft could see the Dwerves questioning their hosts about who had landed. Throughout the crowd, individuals heard Wymron’s name mentioned and the fact that he was the Queller leader.

Wymron surprised his audience by raising his hands high, as he said, “Greetings, Trevonians.” His applause and foot stomping far exceeded Iltaft’s.

Iltaft was pleased by their reception, and she called out, “We’re interested to see your progress. We saw beautiful, green gardens behind these houses.” In response, she saw Trevonians and Dwerves proudly stand straight, and several of them beckoned to the arrivals.

Thus began the community tour.

Over and over again, the Trevonian adults credited their Dwerve guests with the gardens. They pointed out that the Dwerves had inspected the newly supplied grains and began planting them.

The gardens weren’t meant to be decorative. Although, they gave that appearance. Instead, the greenery, the blooms, and the colorful produce gave that perception.

As one Trevonian female said, “We haven’t eaten so well since we landed.” Then she hugged a diminutive Dwerve female, while her partner looked on happily.

Wymron and his companions were hosted by a family, who hurried to prepare a feast, and Iltaft had to request that they relax and feed them as they usually ate. Still, it was an eminently satisfying Queller meal.

The setting starlight ended the tour, which disappointed many in the community.

Before Wymron left, he raised his hands again and called out, “Tomorrow,” which the audience cheered.

For four cycles, the tours continued. The message was always the same about the plentiful food supply.

However, Iltaft wasn’t satisfied with visiting households. <Timteri and Kosyet, spread away from us. Take Kreese with you. I want a meeting with Dwerves who have ideas about future enterprises.>

By the time the last tour cycle ended, Timteri and Kosyet had a meeting planned for the hall at nine hours the following morning.

Arriving early at the front of the hall, Kosyet looked around, and she sent softly, <Uh-oh,> to Timteri.

The pair had managed to invite nineteen Dwerve adults, whom they expected to bring their partners. Instead, Dwerve and Trevonian families attended. In most cases, their heads were together, as intense discussions moved back and forth.

<Actually, I think this is good,> Timteri returned. <There’s more interest than we expected. This is probably something Iltaft suspected.>

When the attendees were seated, Iltaft approached the hall’s front, and Timteri and Kosyet hurried to sit beside Wymron.

“So, talk to me,” Iltaft announced without preamble. “How can we help?”

About a third of the attendees courteously stood and waited to be chosen to speak.

“I’m going to divide your presentation into groups,” Iltaft said. “If it’s about farming or processing of produce, please move and sit over here,” she requested, pointing. “If it’s about manufacturing or some aspect of technology. Move over there.”

Iltaft’s requests left six individuals sitting alone, looking left and right at the large groups that had formed.

“I look forward to hearing from each of you,” Iltaft said, choosing to regard all three sets of presenters. “Who wants to speak for farming?”

There was a brief discussion among that group, which was repeated among the other participants.

Finally, a Dwerve stood for the farmers. When he spoke, Kreese translated.

“We’ve rudimentary tools,” the Dwerve said. “This community could form a collective and plant enormous swaths of land, if we had machinery to aid us.”

“Understood, what else?” Iltaft replied.

Emboldened, the Dwerve said, “We need engineering support for irrigation projects, and when the various harvest times arrive, we’ll need contracts and transport of those crops to other planets.”

When Iltaft didn’t immediately reply, the Dwerve shifted nervously, and he gazed apprehensively at his companions. A glance toward Kreese relieved the Dwerve’s anxiety. Kreese had tapped his temple.

Iltaft returned her focus to the audience. “I’d like to hear from the second group,” she requested, indicating the tech minded.

The Dwerve who’d spoken for the farmers took his seat. He was bewildered by not receiving an answer, but his mate patted his forearm, whispering that he should be patient.

The tech-manufacturing interests were presented by a Dwerve engineer. Essentially, they were much the same as the farmers.

The Trevonians lacked the basic infrastructure to bootstrap their planet. In this case, they needed shuttles and equipment to mine the system’s asteroids and moons. Furthermore, they needed the machinery to manufacture small, sophisticated devices that were in high demand and easily shipped.

Again, Iltaft was quiet while she conversed with Wymron. Then she regarded the six individuals sitting quietly in the hall’s center seats. She quirked an eyebrow at them. In response, a Trevonian stood.

“You will need us,” the Trevonian female said confidently. “When the Dwerve ship returns, the way must be paved for other communities to accept and integrate with the Dwerves who join Quellers.”

“And what do you offer that allows this to happen?” Iltaft inquired. She was intrigued that the remainder of the audience grunted, laughed, chirped, and squawked.

Several members in the other two groups rose and clamored to be heard.

Iltaft pointed at a Trevonian.

“These six have been our teachers, trainers, and mentors,” the Trevonian said. “They, more than anyone, are the reason for our successful integration. Trevonians and Dwerves had the desire, but we needed pathways to follow. They provided it.”

The answers from others who had stood were much the same.

“What if they leave?” Iltaft asked a Dwerve, one of the last to speak.

The Dwerve croaked humorously, “Oh, we want them to leave,” Kreese translated. “We can continue without them, but other Queller communities must have them.”

The members of the third group had stared quietly at Iltaft while the Quellers and the Dwerves sang their praises.

“Please return after your midday meal,” Iltaft requested. “We’ll have answers for you then.”

With that, Wymron, his companions, and Kreese boarded Temtalum’s traveler.

The Toralian lifted the ship to the height of about one hundred meters and opened the hatch. The air circulating from outside was warm with a pleasant humidity.

The four Quellers sat together to speak.

<Requests reasonable,> Wymron shared.

<But expensive and labor intensive,> Iltaft returned. <Help Trevonian. Help other planets.>

Wymron grunted his assent. It did create a conundrum.

<We’ve got visitors,> Temtalum shared with her passengers. <The Alexander has exited the dark and is headed in system.>

<Help arrives,> Wymron shared with a gleam in his eyes.

<Apologies for our late arrival,> Cremsylon sent. <Arrangements had to be made for the projects underway and were based on this Quadrant. So, what have we missed?>

Timteri and Kosyet hid their mouths to dampen their grunts.

That Wymron grinned at the young Quellers made Iltaft smile.

<You haven’t missed much,> Iltaft replied in a matter-of-fact way. <Tours revealed we’ve been widely successful, and we just finished a meeting with a couple of hundred Dwerves and Quellers who are anxious to upgrade their world in farming and technology.>

<Which means their needs would overextend Devona’s resources. If you supply the Trevonians, there’ll be demands from the other worlds,> Cremsylon surmised.

<Perfect summary,> Wymron replied.

<Our greetings, Senior Elder Wymron,> Cremsylon sent.

<Familiars,> Wymron replied. <Cremsylon. Wymron. Equals.>

<As you wish, Wymron,> Cremsylon replied. <Can I venture that the locals haven’t received your answers to their requests?>

<You can,> Iltaft replied. <We meet with them after midday meal.>

<Plenty of time to make plans,> Cremsylon sent. <It will be critical to envision how these efforts can be replicated to support the Dwerves settling on more Queller worlds.>

<The Trevonians actually have a partial answer to that,> Iltaft replied. Then she proceeded to share the list of requests from her implant recording, including the six Trevonian trainers.

The Alexander had transited above Trevonian at the time when Temtalum dropped the traveler in front of the hall, and the Quellers and the SADE exited the ship to join the audience who had already returned.

Iltaft addressed the assembly.

Some individuals sat deep in their chairs, knowing they’d asked for more than Devona could supply. But their mentors had warned them that it was better to ask for too much than too little.

Other audience members sat on the edge of their seats in anticipation. After all, the future for Trevonians appeared dismal before the Dwerves arrived. The past quarter annual had seen tremendous changes. The hope was that good things would continue to come their way.

“Your lists are long and require more credits and labor than Devona can afford for this planet without providing similar resources to other Queller worlds,” Iltaft said. “So, it’s fortunate that the Alexander, a conclave Quadrant, has arrived in system to help us provide you with what you need.”

There were a few moments while the audience processed the transition from disappointment to celebration. Then Trevonians, Quellers and Dwerves alike, jumped to their feet and filled the hall with their noise.

Some in the audience pointed appreciative fingers at Iltaft, and she grinned in reply.

“Our SADE will collect your names and other details,” Iltaft announced above the noise.

When Wymron rose to stand beside Iltaft, the audience’s Quellers immediately shushed the Dwerves.

“Proud. Quellers and Dwerves together. Success,” Wymron said.

Then Wymron, Iltaft, Timteri, and Kosyet slipped out of the hall, while the audience crowded around Kreese.

In the traveler, Iltaft signaled Temtalum to cruise above the planet for Wymron’s viewing.

The senior elder linked to the controller, leaned deep into his seat, and closed his eyes. There was much to enjoy as the Queller leader, but that wasn’t his thought. It was the successive decisions that had opened his society to the conclave and seen his citizens transform, converting their closed society to one that opened arms to others.

<We’ve our work cut out for us,> Iltaft shared with Timteri and Kosyet. <The three of us aren’t enough to handle these new responsibilities. What do you think are the challenges, Kosyet?>

Kosyet was reminded of Timteri’s advice. Her friend had told her to be honest and direct with her opinions.

<The conclave will help with the infrastructure. That’s engineering, equipment, and other physical items to supply the Trevonians’ needs,> Kosyet mused. <But their aid ends there, and that’s only half the required effort.>

<What’s missing?> Iltaft pressed.

<Various Trevonians mentioned that they required contracts and transport of their products, be they extra produce, grain, or manufactured devices,> Kosyet continued. <They’ll need support for those phases of their growth.>

<Which duties do you consider more demanding? Chasing our manufacturers for the Dwerves or handling the Trevonians contractual needs with other Queller worlds?> Iltaft asked.

Kosyet blinked several times as she processed the query. She glanced at Timteri, who replied privately, <Don’t look at me. The conclave representative asked you a question.>

<Um ... it would have to be the combined Dwerve-Trevonian effort,> Kosyet sent.

<Agreed,> Iltaft replied. <You now report directly to me. Title and compensation to be determined by this evening. That means you need to hire your replacement and train that individual. I require approval of your hire. It’ll be my responsibility to request transportation from the conclave for you.>

Iltaft regarded Kosyet carefully. After a few seconds of appearing stunned, the young Queller’s brain kicked into gear. Iltaft could see the thoughts flitting behind Kosyet’s eyes.

<I appreciate the confidence, Representative Iltaft,> Kosyet sent with intensity.

Iltaft nodded. Then she turned her gaze on Timteri. Her senior admin smiled in anticipation.

<My first hire, and I believe you’ll always be my favorite choice,> Iltaft sent privately and fondly to Timteri. <I’ll miss your constant companionship. You’ve that third group, Ambassador Timteri.>

Timteri’s eyes glistened with tears, and she blinked them away.

<Do you want me to hire my replacement?> Timteri managed to inquire.

<You know the admins better than I do,> Iltaft replied. <I wish your recommendation.> Then she added Kosyet to the conversation and said, <We return to Devona to handle the hiring and training. Then you’ll venture into your new duties.>

Wymron had listened to the trio’s entire conversation on a muted link with Iltaft. He had nothing but approval for his Daughter’s approach to her work. The efforts with the Devona districts and the Trevonians gave him an idea. He decided then and there that his journey wasn’t complete.
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18: Eye-Opening Visit

YERET SETTLED WORLD

BEYOND QUELLER ANOMALY

As Alexander’s SADEs and engineers descended on the now thriving Trevonian communities, Temtalum returned to the Trident.

<Captain,> Wymron requested of Temtalum, as the traveler settled in the tri-hull’s bay.

Iltaft, her direct reports, and Kreese followed Temtalum and Wymron to the bridge.

<Congratulations on your successful visit,> the captain sent to Wymron.

<Good Quellers,> Wymron replied, indicating the trio beside him. <Journey. Alternate.>

The captain had received Wymron’s thought, but he looked at Iltaft for a translation of elder speak.

<Where?> Iltaft queried Wymron.

<Yerets,> Wymron replied.

Every other individual on the bridge was glancing among the three principals, Wymron, Iltaft, and the captain.

<We should sail to Basyat and pick up many more Tridents to accompany us,> the captain offered.

<Safe?> Wymron queried.

<The senior elder wants to know your estimate of conditions in the Yeret system,> Iltaft explained.

<At last report, there had been no more sightings of Utilimat warships since your visit, Representative Iltaft,> the captain replied.

<Then our Trident would have adequate time to exit the Yeret system and return via the anomaly if, by chance, Utilimat warships returned,> Iltaft surmised.

<That would be a fair summary,> the captain replied, realizing that he had lost the argument. With a quiet sigh, he signaled the pilot to exit the Trevonian system and make for the Queller anomaly to the Yeret system.

Wymron nodded at the captain, turned around, with his long quills swinging behind him, and exited the bridge.

<Thank you, Captain,> Iltaft shared privately. <This was sudden for me. Otherwise, I would have forewarned you.>

<Your thought to be courteous is appreciated,> the captain replied. <I sincerely hope we don’t encounter an untoward event.>

<That’s my hope too, Captain,> Iltaft replied.

The captain sent a quick message to Cremsylon telling him of their destination.

Cremsylon replied, <Good fortune, Captain. Keep the anomaly’s mouth close.>

Timteri, Kosyet, and Iltaft retired to their shared cabin, and they began their first long conversation about how to manage the new assignments.

Iltaft understood that she needed to recruit new young Quellers and groom them for future, as yet undefined, positions. She wouldn’t be allowed the luxury of the requirements popping up and then searching for hires.

When the time was appropriate, Iltaft spoke with Wymron. <Yerets?> she queried.

<Curious,> Wymron replied.

Iltaft narrowed her eyes, as she regarded Wymron.

<Admin desk. Narrow vision,> Wymron replied. <Take advantage,> he added, waving his hand around at the ship that surrounded them.

Iltaft understood Wymron’s desire. Unlike most elders, he was trying desperately to open his mind to possibilities for his citizens. Visiting the Yeret planet would allow him to experience another world he’d never seen and a race he’d never met. Her travels via gates and ships had done the same thing for her.

The Trevonian world was closer to the Queller-Imperium frontier than any other Queller world. In contrast, the anomaly that the Trident sailed toward was on the other side of Queller space.

At one point, Wymron acknowledged that if he left his cabin there weren’t the spacious corridors and areas he associated with the Alexander, where he’d received his implant and Gat’r’s training. Searching for an answer, he chose to visit the bridge.

After greeting the captain, Wymron indicated the corridor behind him, <Tight,> he sent.

<Warship,> the captain explained.

<Tri-hull,> Wymron pointed out.

When the captain understood Wymron’s confusion, he sent a Trident’s engineering diagram to the ship’s holo-vid. Pointing at the twin outboard hulls, the captain sent, <Beam weapons.>

Wymron’s eyes widened at the amount of hull space dedicated to the ship’s armament. <Warship,> he murmured. Then he gestured toward the bridge officers. <Rest?> he queried, touching his forehead and chest.

<Rotate,> the captain replied. <Planets and Quadrants.>

Wymron nodded. Then he took a position behind the officers, who turned to regard him. He touched his hand to his chest and tipped his head. <Dedication. Appreciated,> he sent. Then he left the bridge.

<Treasure the moment,> the captain shared with his bridge officers. <The leader of the many Queller worlds just paid you the ultimate compliment.>

Many cycles later, the Trident exited the Queller anomaly.

<Captain Gistamia,> the Trident captain sent. <Be aware that we’ve important Quellers aboard, Wymron, Iltaft, and Iltaft’s direct reports.>

<Purpose of visit?> Gistamia queried.

<Good question. I haven’t the faintest idea,> the Trident captain replied. <I’m informed that Julien isn’t in this area of space.>

<He’s sailed to the Monkfred worlds,> Gistamia explained.

<Our controller’s database has been updated,> the Trident captain shared. <I’m sure I’ll find it interesting reading as to how you came by that enormous ship.>

<Feel free to take it with you when you leave, Captain,> Gistamia replied with his deep chuckles. <No one here knows what to do with it.>

Iltaft, who had been on the bridge and able to listen to the exchange, frowned at the captain. Then she received a link to the appropriate section of the data on the controller, and she tipped her head politely toward Kreese.

A short transit had the Trident exiting the dark above the Yeret planet.

The captain had requested the Quellers attend him on the bridge. When they were assembled, he shared, <This is something that has only happened a few times, and it shouldn’t be missed.>

Kreese relayed a good view from another Trident keeping the Freedom company.

The captain let the visual images speak for themselves.

The Quellers watched the Quadrant seemingly connect to an enormous dirty gray asteroid. Then the ship spun slowly, gathering speed. At the apex of the spin, the gray mass was slung toward the planet.

Kosyet’s sharp inhalation of breath was easily heard.

Kreese switched the viewpoint to a traveler high above the planet.

The Quellers could see the object enter the atmosphere. At its imparted velocity, atmospheric friction started it glowing. The heat broke it into several large chunks. Soon each part of the meteor was exploding and scattering across the planet’s surface.

<The asteroids aren’t made of metals or minerals,> Timteri shared in amazement.

<Frozen water and some solid gases,> the captain explained. <To quote Julien and Captain Gistamia, the conclave is watering the planet.>

The Quellers expressed noises of disbelief. It never would have occurred to them that this was possible.

<Planet dry?> Wymron queried.

<Arid,> the captain replied.

<Sufficient?> Wymron asked, pointing at the holo-vid.

<It will be in approximately two point three nine annuals later,> Kreese interjected. <We’re measuring the planet’s water tables. They were depleted by the services of the Utilimats.>

The captain thought the viewing was over, and the Quellers would descend to a bay to board their traveler.

However, Wymron was transfixed by the display. He waited to observe the Freedom hurl two more ice asteroids at the planet. When the final meteor exploded in the atmosphere, he shook his head. The enormity of the task seemed to be beyond his comprehension, but he’d witnessed it.

On the walk below, Wymron connected privately to Iltaft. <Daughter. Reason to come,> he sent. He’d used his fingers to imitate something flying and exploding.

<Mind-boggling,> Iltaft replied, understanding what had taken them aback.

Temtalum dropped planetside with a cargo shuttle to accommodate fast exits. She had been warned by Kreese, who sat copilot, that the capital was experiencing rain showers.

<What are those?> Kosyet inquired, sharing an image from the traveler’s bow.

<Monkfreds,> Kreese replied.

Temtalum hovered above the small herd, while Kreese explained the nature of the symbiotic races and how they came to be on the Yeret planet.

<Julien,> Wymron commented. His thought was couched in reverence.

<Peaceful?> Kosyet inquired.

<Few races are as gentle as the grazers, who seem to be the pairing’s dominant race,> Kreese replied.

<Can we visit?> Kosyet requested eagerly.

In response, Temtalum sought a landing place near the herd.

The Freedom’s delivery of water to the planet had vegetation sprouting in areas that hadn’t seen greenery in millennia. The young orchard trees had blooms. Grass seedlings pressed out of the sands and rocky ground and were fifteen centimeters high near the capital.

The Yerets had proudly planted flowering shrubs around their homes and apartment buildings. With care and fertilizer, small buds had formed.

And, yes, the youths hadn’t lost their enjoyment of racing their boats down the often flooded streets.

There would come a time when common showers would annoy the younger generation, but the elders would always remind them of the hazards of decrying a great gift.

When Temtalum dropped the ramp, the Quellers crowded forward.

It made no difference to the young Quellers that Wymron was in their midst. He was as transfixed by the sight as the rest of them.

Thankfully, the dark clouds dropping their bounty on the surface were in the distance.

Matriarchs caught sight of a new race, which intrigued them. They nudged their calves in the direction of the ship and ambled that way.

“Greetings,” Kreese said in the Monkfred tongue to a rider.

“Who?” asked the rider pointing at the Quellers.

Kreese explained about the inhabited planets on the other side of the space-time continuum.

“Introductions,” another rider requested.

Kreese did the honors for the Quellers.

“Names,” Wymron responded.

The Quellers were treated to blasts of snouts, and Kreese explained that the Quellers had heard the grazers’ names.

When the Quellers grunted amusingly, the riders and matriarchs joined in the laughter.

“Can we touch a little one?” Kosyet asked, pointing at an inquisitive calf.

A rider shared Kreese’s translation with her matriarch. “It’s not only permitted but it’s also encouraged,” the rider replied.

Kosyet was the first off the ramp. She made gentle sounds to the calf, whose small snout snuffled over her tunic.

Gradually, the other Quellers joined Kosyet.

Kreese remained with Wymron, who approached a matriarch.

The matriarch’s rider leaned on the grazer’s head, which Julien had learned was the manner in which the matriarch requested the rider focus and listen carefully.

<Safe?> Wymron asked, waving his hand across the nearby newly sprouted grasslands.

Kreese translated the single word as, “Senior Elder Wymron wishes to know if you feel safe on this planet?”

The rider listened, was quiet, and then pointed a finger at Wymron. “What is the nature of this individual’s title?”

“Wymron is the leader of the Quellers,” Kreese replied.

“The leader utters one short sound, and you ask an entire question as the translation,” the rider pointed out suspiciously.

“Senior Quellers, called elders, use a shortened form of speech among their kind,” Kreese explained.

The rider shared a long exchange with her matriarch.

“Are Quellers friends with Julien?” the rider asked.

<May I?> Iltaft inquired privately of Wymron, as she stepped to his side.

<Please. First contact. Awkward,> Wymron replied.

“Julien represents the conclave, as you know,” Iltaft said, focusing on the grazer. “He came to our worlds before coming here. We learned to trust him, and Quellers joined the conclave. I’m the conclave representative for my race.”

Kreese appreciated Iltaft’s succinct reply and was pleased to provide it to the rider.

After communing with her grazer, the rider pointed at Wymron and Iltaft. “Quellers and conclave. Smart decision,” she said.

“We think so,” Iltaft replied. “Senior Elder Wymron asked a question about your safety. He hasn’t heard your answer.”

The rider’s thought to her grazer was, <Queller female is protective of her leader.>

For nearly a quarter hour, the Quellers listened to an abbreviated story of the recent events, beginning with Julien’s arrival on their home world.

“Why are you here?” a rider asked for her matriarch.

“You’re our neighbors,” Iltaft replied. “Isn’t it polite among Monkfreds to greet neighbors?”

Kreese’s translation resulted in the riders’ screeches and the grazers’ trumpeting, which was boosted by the Quellers’ loud grunts.

A rider listened carefully to her grazer. Then she said, “It is not our right to welcome you to a world that isn’t ours. However, we rejoice in meeting our new neighbors.”

The matriarchs collected the calves and lumbered toward the grass fields.

As the parting was silent, the Quellers looked at Kreese for an explanation.

<The matriarchs must continually harvest fresh grasses to produce the quality of milk the calves require,> Kreese replied. <The constant watering by the fleet has managed to convert a dry, arid planet into substantial areas of new grasslands.>

The conversation was interrupted by Temtalum, who sent, <Unless Quellers enjoy a good drenching, I’d run for cover.>

Kreese and Quellers glanced up at the dark clouds scudding their way. Then they hurried for the traveler. Fat rain drops pelted the ramp a few moments after the groups gained the ship’s interior.

<Pay respects,> Wymron shared with Iltaft.

Iltaft requested Temtalum head for the capital to meet with Judimal Yathal.

As Temtalum flew for the capital’s admin building, she connected with Gistamia to inquire about arranging an appointment with Yathal.

Gistamia linked Temtalum with the Utilimat captains and dropped out of the conference.

<Greetings, Temtalum, welcome back,> Ophorous sent.

<Greetings, Captains,> Temtalum replied. <I’ve the Queller leader, Senior Elder Wymron, aboard. He’d like to pay his respects to Judimal Yathal.>

<Yathal is inspecting the decommissioning of a Utilimat structure,> Uferus replied. <I’m sure he’d welcome an opportunity to greet Senior Elder Wymron. Arrangements could be made for a longer meeting later in the cycle.>

Temtalum received planetary coordinates, and she mapped them over the fleet’s surveys of the planet’s surface. Then she directed the controller to make for that location.

<Wymron, your meet and greet with Judimal Yathal will take place in the open,> Temtalum sent. <The Utilimat captain tells me that he’d welcome an opportunity to say hello, if however briefly.>

<Yeret leader. Hard worker,> Wymron commented privately to Iltaft.

<Young society. Like Trevonians,> Iltaft shared.

Temtalum hovered above the lush vegetation that surrounded a Utilimat tower, and Kreese helped the Quellers off the bottom of the hatch steps.

Iltaft watched Timteri and Kosyet stop to study and smell the brilliant flowers. She smiled to herself and left them behind, as she thought, Enjoy these small pleasures while you can, young ones. Soon, our jobs will become more difficult and fill our cycles.

Kreese easily located Yathal. SADEs and fleet engineers were managing the deconstruction of the tower, and the SADE was directed to the judimal.

<No implant,> Iltaft warned Wymron, as Kreese led them toward a SADE who stood next to a slender pale individual.

Kreese handled the introductions of Wymron, Iltaft, and Yathal.

The two leaders paid their respects.

Then Wymron waved a hand at the tower, which appeared to be halfway deconstructed. “Damaged?” he inquired.

Yathal’s breathy laughter was the answer. “Yerets were damaged,” he replied. “This was an expensive Utilimat project that turned out to be sham.”

Kreese translated, converting the word sham into something the Quellers would understand.

“What was it supposed to do?” Iltaft inquired.

“Transform our planet,” Yathal replied, with a dismissive wave of his hand. “In truth, it was only a well, a pump, and a dispersal fan of our deep water caches. After spreading the water, most of it sank into the ground. These towers did little in the way to transform our planet.”

“These?” Wymron queried.

“The Yeret Council paid a great deal for many of these Utilimat structures to help this world. We were cheated,” Yathal said with barely controlled anger. Then he took a breath to calm down. “However, this cycle is a great day.”

“Why?” Iltaft queried.

“This is the last tower to come down,” Yathal replied. “The conclave can’t use the metal, but we can. I’ve enjoyed distributing the metal for free to our industries.”

The group watched as the SADEs and the engineers worked to dismantle the structure. Sheeting came off, revealing a supportive skeleton. While the SADEs loaded the heavy sheets aboard a cargo traveler, engineers worked to cut the framework beams.

“Come,” Yathal finally said, glancing at the sky. “Let’s use your traveler to go to my admin building.”

As the foursome headed for Temtalum’s traveler, Iltaft connected to Timteri and Kosyet. <Time to board, unless you want to remain out here.>

The young Quellers joined the foursome on their way to the ship, and Kreese made quick introductions.

“I understand their fascination with our flowering plants,” Yathal said. “Believe it or not, these are original to this planet. It makes you wonder what this planet was like before it became arid.”

The deluge in the capital had turned to a soft mist. Still, the group welcomed the tarp that Yerets ran out of the building to place over them.

Yerets tipped their heads respectfully as Yathal, Kreese, and the Quellers passed.

In the top floor conference room, Kreese and the Quellers met the Utilimat captains.

<Utilimats?> Wymron queried privately of Kreese.

<Captains, Senior Elder Wymron has just witnessed the dismantling of the last Utilimat tower, which Yathal celebrated,> Kreese sent. <Perhaps, you’d like to explain your presences.>

Ophorous nickered softly. “Yathal, you’ve prejudiced the senior elder against us,” she teased.

Yathal’s eyes grew wide, when he realized his error. Then he gestured rapidly at the captains, “These are Utilimats, but they aren’t.”

“That will make it clear,” Uferus remarked, adding his nicker to that of Ophorous.

Uferus gestured toward the table’s chairs, and he began their story.

The Quellers were intrigued by the captains’ tales, and they hung on every word shared by Kreese.

The captains finished about the time for midday meal, and the table was soon filled with a plentiful offering.

Yathal was especially proud of the bounty. The fruits and vegetables were fresh from the planet’s orchards and gardens.

“Delicious,” Wymron complimented, as the dishes were cleared away.

Yathal beamed at the compliment. When his smile faded, he said, “Now we must talk.”

“Yes,” Wymron replied, nodding.

“Julien implied that meetings and negotiations would develop slowly in the future,” Yathal said. “What has changed?”

“Quellers are experiencing various effects from the conclave’s actions. Some are direct. Others are indirect,” Iltaft replied.

“Yerets know how that feels,” Yathal replied with his breathless laughter.

“As such, our adoption of conclave technology is accelerating, and our citizens have welcomed a race, the Dwerves, who can appear in many forms,” Iltaft continued.

“Shape shifters?” Ophorous queried.

“Not in the sense the words imply,” Iltaft replied. “Nevertheless, they’ve managed to adopt the genetics of other races.”

“I’m an example of our citizens’ social and economic acceleration,” Kosyet interjected. “I requested an implant and received one. It enabled me to be hired to support the training of Queller pilots.”

“To fly travelers?” Ophorous asked excitedly.

“Yes,” Kosyet replied.

“If you come to Devona, Captain Ophorous, I’ll ensure that you’re able to join the training class,” Iltaft promised, and Ophorous beamed.

“Continue, Kosyet,” Yathal requested.

“Before I could start the job with Gat’r, the implant trainer, Timteri recruited me to manage manufacturing deliveries for the Dwerves, who are working with the Woots and a group of sisters,” Kosyet said.

“One needs a chart to keep up with the races and their relationships,” Uferus remarked.

“Understandable, Captain,” Kosyet replied, grunting humorously. “On this latest trip, we saw great development between Quellers and Dwerves on a distant world. The Trevonians had been struggling, but with the Dwerves’ knowledge and help, the communities are thriving. Better than that, I got promoted and get to recruit my own direct report.”

The group laughed at Kosyet’s enthusiasm.

“So, time races for the Quellers,” Yathal surmised.

“And, as Wymron told a grazer, we wish to be a good neighbor,” Iltaft finished.

“Our technologies won’t mesh,” Yathal lamented.

“Fresh grain. Plentiful,” Wymron said.

Yathal perked up. “The Quellers’ harvests exceed their consumption?” he queried, looking from Wymron to Iltaft.

“Not at this time,” Iltaft cautioned. “But the Dwerve-sister-Woot relationship is uplifting farming technology via trade with us. Soon, there will be more grain from them than we can absorb.”

“What would you want in trade?” Yathal asked.

“That’s to be explored,” Iltaft replied. “What can you offer?”

The discussion lasted the rest of the cycle. On trade, nothing could be found on the Yeret planet that would equal a freighter full of Woot grain.

However, Wymron cheered Yathal when he said, “Common friend. Julien discovers opportunity.”

Wymron promised Yathal that he would visit often to continue their relationship.

Yathal presented gifts of transplanted flowers to Timteri and Kosyet, who continually sniffed at the fragrant blossoms.

When Temtalum returned the traveler and its passengers to the Trident, the captain was relieved to hear that Wymron was ready to sail for Devona.

The captain didn’t need to urge his second-rotation bridge officers to make haste. They were as anxious as he to return the Queller leader to his citizens.
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19: Ugly Reception

MONKFRED AND FREIOT SYSTEMS

QUELLER ANOMALY’S FAR SIDE

Opal dropped Julien’s traveler outside the Monkfreds’ huge compound on their home world.

The compound’s gates rolled open, and the herd charged out, with the riders nearly prone and clinging to the grazers’ necks.

The professor and Testora led the herd, and the grazers skidded to a halt near the ship.

Opal waited until the dirt no longer struck the ship and the dust cloud had moved on. Then she dropped the hatch.

Julien leapt lightly through the hatch. He was greeted with screeching and trumpeting. As he walked through the herd, snouts and hands touched him. The herd and he ambled back to the compound.

Safely away from the planet’s predators, the moment came that the Monkfreds had ached to see.

Julien stood on the short wall of the circular water tank that serviced the grazers. As he activated his holo-vid, he raised his arm high. A vid had been stitched together of the matriarchs, calves, and riders on the Yeret world. He’d waited until the last moment to collect the images. Every cycle meant a greener planet, and he didn’t want the herd to worry if there was enough to feed the matriarchs.

The riders screeched at the antics exhibited by their kind eating on the back of the matriarchs, who would then dive into the clear deep ponds to clean themselves.

Calves could be seen diving into the ponds and frolicking until they grew hungry. Their nursing showed them to be content.

Around the matriarchs, grasses were short but green, and there was a lot of it.

The Yerets tending to the riders with baskets of fruit enthralled the herd.

The vid ended with images of the Freedom throwing ice asteroids at the planet, and the view from the surface at night of the meteors glowing and shattering.

Testora leaned forward on the professor. “Julien, what is the meaning of the final display?” she asked.

“You heard the Yeret planet was arid, and we intended to fix that, correct?” Julien replied.

“That was understood,” Testora confirmed.

“What you saw was the method by which we’re watering the planet,” Julien explained.

Testora cocked her head to listen to her grazer. Then she queried, “You toss enormous chunks of frozen water at the planet?”

“It’s a technique that we’ve perfected,” Julien responded. “The Yerets have an outer ring that has a great quantity of ice asteroids.”

With the images understood, the herd celebrated the unique method of caring for their matriarchs and young calves.

Julien had to smile at the noisy trumpeting and screeching.

After listening again, Testora said, “We’re grateful for the means by which our calves are protected, and we wish you to thank the Yerets for their attention to the herd. Where do you go next?”

“I wish to ensure the herd’s safety on the hunters’ planet, and I’ll share these images with them,” Julien replied. “Then I’ll journey to the Freiot home world.”

“Is that safe?” Testora asked with concern.

“I don’t expect an ugly reception,” Julien replied. “Although, Utilimat warships could complicate first contact.”

At the mention of the Utilimats, the grazers snorted and stomped their heavy legs.

“Is there news for me?” Julien asked.

“We’ve kept your members informed of the herd’s condition,” Testora replied. “Three calves will be born in the next few cycles. Can they be transported to the Yeret planet?”

“I’ll inform the captains,” Julien promised.

“Travel safely, Julien,” Testora said, and the SADE leader exited the compound to the sounds of screeching and trumpeting.

When Opal landed aboard Julien’s Trident, the captain made for the next Monkfred inhabited world.

Julien found that adverse conditions on the hunters’ world had escalated.

While the herd had coalesced and remained safe, the conclave was busy defending the herd against the various tribes’ ingenuity.

Before descending to meet with the grazers and the riders, Julien took time to review vids of the action.

It was apparent that the hunters had quickly learned that a traveler’s bow pointing at their hiding place didn’t represent an immediate danger.

Crew members took to leaping out a traveler and chasing the hunters away.

In one telling encounter, a hunter raised a war club at two threatening crew members. It became a standoff, with three individuals yelling and growling at one another and no one backing down.

<We never considered using stun sticks,> a captain explained to Julien. <We couldn’t leave a comatose hunter sprawled on a hilltop, and we didn’t want to collect them until they revived.>

<What’s the latest scenario?> Julien inquired.

<The tribes have gotten bold,> the captain replied. <Now that the herd is in one place, each tribe sends out eight to ten hunters to approach the herd from a direction different from the other tribes. This has just happened, and we fear a concerted attack on the herd.>

<So, the tribes aren’t leaving you much choice,> Julien surmised. <Perhaps, we should relieve them of their weapons to indicate that their focus on the Monkfreds isn’t allowed.>

Although the captain heard it as a suggestion, Opal launched Julien’s traveler with a SADE aboard. Quickly, she visited the other Tridents and collected every SADE.

With a cargo shuttle, Opal had the opportunity to drop into the midst of one tribe’s hunting party, where the SADEs exited at a run.

The hunters expected the usual threatening stances. Instead, they were quickly relieved of clubs, bows and arrows, spears, and knives.

Within seconds, the SADEs returned to the traveler and dumped the collected weapons.

Soon, Opal had positioned the traveler above another collection of hunters, and the SADEs were leaping off the ramp.

Behind the SADEs, each stripped group of hunters howled their outrage.

By the time the third set of hunters lost their weapons, the other two tribes’ hunters, who still had their hunting tools, decided it was better to retreat.

However, Opal chose not to let them off that easy. She flew after group number four, who separated at the ship’s approach.

SADEs jumped off when the traveler got close to individuals.

The denuded hunters felt a bit of satisfaction when they saw their adversaries chase other tribes. However, that emotion evaporated when they realized how fast the enemy could run.

A few SADEs enjoyed catching the fastest hunters and briefly running beside them. The SADEs would smile and start snatching weapons from the hunters as they ran.

Group five had the best headstart, but it didn’t do them any good. On the open grassy plain, the hunters had a long way to go before reaching forests or rocky glens where they could hide.

Not a half hour after Opal had launched her traveler from the Trident, she returned with a load of crude but deadly weapons.

<Time to make our point,> Julien shared with the traveler’s SADEs and Opal. Then he boarded the ship.

Following Julien’s directive, Opal made for the encampment of one of the tribes. She landed outside the rough barrier that surrounded the tribe’s collection of huts.

When the ramp dropped, the SADEs piled the weapons of that tribe a few meters from the ramp.

Julien stepped on trampled ground and stood there. He had three SADEs on each side of him.

When no one came from the compound, Julien picked up a spear and snapped it into kindling. After another period of waiting, Julien selected a well-fashioned bow. That’s when he heard a shout, and he waited.

Several warriors and a chieftain walked cautiously out of the encampment.

Julien, who had experience with pantomime, activated his holo-vid, which had the hunters backing up. But he waved them forward until they obeyed.

When the chieftain and the warriors were within five meters, Julien projected a matriarch, her calf, and a rider. Then he waggled his free hand in a negative fashion, and he kicked the destroyed spear to make his point.

Then Julien displayed a collection of non-sentient herbivores that the hunters had previously focused on as their sources of meat. When his audience had absorbed those images, he touched their pile of weapons and nodded. Twice he repeated his visual message. Then he waited.

The chieftain and the warriors entered into a prolonged conversation. Individuals continually pointed at the weapons pile and the destroyed spear.

Opal couldn’t help sharing a sarcastic comment. She sent, <Julien, you should have asked the chieftain to send out hunters who could comprehend pantomime.>

The SADEs thought the suggestion was hilarious and shared their reactions with Julien.

Although Julien thought Opal’s comment was funny, he didn’t dare change his expression in front of the chief.

Finally, the chieftain focused on Julien. He bent low and used his hand to imitate a snout, as he trumpeted. Then he stood up and crossed his forearms against his chest, creating an X. Finally, he pointed at the destroyed spear and nodded his head multiple times.

Then Julien displayed the herbivore collection from his holo-vid again, and he pointed at the intact weapons. With that, he and the other SADEs boarded the traveler.

<One down, four to go,> Opal shared, as she lifted. <Let’s hope the other tribes are quicker on the uptake.>

The question was put to Julien what they should do if the tribes didn’t stick to the agreement.

<Take a tribe’s weapons, every one of them,> Julien replied.

<Starvation could be the result,> a captain pointed out.

<I observed several implements on the chieftain’s and the hunters’ belts,> Julien replied. <They would be what are called survival implements. Lassos to position over the entrances to underground herbivores and various other hunting tools for small game. Collectively, the tribe might lose a good number of kilos. If it comes to that, let’s hope that they finally get the message. I don’t wish to contemplate further actions.>

Opal swung the traveler toward the herd, and Julien made a similar presentation as on the Monkfred home world.

The matriarchs and the riders were equally receptive to the quality of life enjoyed on the Yeret world.

“Will the newly born come here or be taken to the Yeret world?” a rider asked Julien, as the other SADEs walked among the herd and played with the calves.

“At the rate that the Yeret planet’s surface is being repaired, I would think that the young will be transported there. It would be safer,” Julien replied.

The rider’s matriarch issued a short trumpet blast.

“We agree,” the rider returned. “It’s much safer for the calves on the Yeret world. Then, in time, there’ll be no need for Monkfreds to roam this world.”

“That would be best,” Julien replied, to which all the matriarchs trumpeted.

Again, the question was asked where would Julien travel next. The answer was as poorly received as it was on the Monkfred home world. With warnings to be careful, Julien and the other SADEs boarded the traveler and returned to the Trident.

Leaving the hunters’ system behind, the Trident captain connected privately to his bridge officers. <You know where we’re headed. Play it safe. Err on the side of caution.>

The Trident exited the dark far outside the Freiot home world, and the captain waited for telemetry on the system to update.

Several cycles later, a complete picture of the near upper half of the system had been formed.

<Much more traffic than we’ve observed around the Yeret or Monkfred systems,> the pilot noted.

<Certainly for Monkfred systems,> the telemetry officer added.

Freiot ships sailed to the rim and mining outposts, and domes were situated on moons. It was a robust and more advanced society than the Yerets.

Unfortunately, there were many Utilimat ships, both warships and freighters.

<So, this is what the Utilimats have been protecting,> the captain commented.

<It would appear so,> Julien opined. <If the three races had formed an alliance without the Utilimats, then the Yerets would have shared in the Freiot technology, and the Monkfreds would have had two races who might have cared much better for them.>

<We know the locations of other Freiot worlds, Julien. Should we attempt a first contact there?> the captain offered.

<We might start somewhere else, but I’m certain we’d end up here,> Julien replied.

<Julien, regard this ship,> Opal shared, sending a link to highlight the vessel.

Julien examined the image. <Is it similar to the ship that Gistamia spoke about that visited the Yeret world?> he inquired.

<I kept a copy of the Freedom’s telemetry,> Opal replied. <It’s the same ship.>

<Then it wasn’t a random visit,> Julien surmised. <The explorer was sent by Freiot leaders. That might make first contact easier.>

The Trident captain was mentally prepared for Julien’s next thought, but that didn’t make it any more comfortable to receive.

<Captain, place us above the ecliptic and atop the populated Freiot world,> Julien requested.

The bridge crew noted that several Utilimat warships guarded the approach to the home world from above and below. Each officer was aware of the use of bead-technology missiles by the Utilimats. It was their combined thought that if the Utilimats valued the Freiots so highly, then these warships probably carried those types of lance missiles.

Nonetheless, the captain and his crew diligently applied themselves and delivered the Trident to the location Julien indicated.

The response by the three Utilimat warships was predictable. When the tri-hull was spotted exiting the dark, each warship targeted the enemy vessel, opened two module doors, rolled out the carousels, and emptied two pods of lance missiles.

The Trident captain turned toward Julien, raising an eyebrow in query.

<The stars are in balance, Julien,> Opal privately shared.

<How so?> Julien queried, while he considered his options.

<You’ve had two great successes with the Yerets and the Monkfreds,> Opal returned. <You repulsed a major Utilimat fleet and destroyed their bajhaad production site. Then you were fortunate that the Tekstria chose to settle their differences among themselves. You were due for the ugly reception you hoped not to receive.>

<This is only the first gambit,> Julien replied, projecting his green-tinted visor.

<Under the circumstances, what is it that you wish to accomplish?> Opal inquired.

<It seems necessary to test the nature of the Freiot-Utilimat alliance,> Julien returned. <If the means by which the Utilimats conduct business remain true, then their hold over the Freiots should be weak.>

<Julien, a decision soon would be wise,> the captain requested urgently, as he watched the missiles close on his ship, believing that they carried bead technology.

Julien received tactical options from both SADE and sister. He chose one from Opal, and the SADE, Articus, initiated it.

The Trident reversed course, accelerated, and disappeared into the dark, leaving the lance missiles to continue to hunt for their target.

On the Freiot home world, Fetler, the race relations minister placed a call to Defense Minister Soiter. “Did you authorize the Utilimats to fire on the tri-hull?”

“Negative,” Soiter returned, indicating his irritation. “I’m in contact with Commander Urgurth now, and I’m adding you to the call.”

“Commander Urgurth, please explain to Race Relations Minister Fetler why you chose to launch missiles at the tri-hull,” Soiter requested.

“As I was saying,” the Utilimat commander continued, “we’ve knowledge about these alien invaders. Their ships have tremendous navigation and armament capabilities. It’s best not to let the invaders’ ships get close to a populated world. Perhaps, you’re unaware that they destroyed a major production installation, killing hundreds of Utilimats.”

“If this ship is representative of such a powerful force, why did it appear alone?” Fetler inquired.

“This ship could be a scout,” Urgurth replied. “We wanted to chase it away before it collected too much detail on the system.”

“We’ll review your actions in our upcoming meeting, Commander,” Soiter said and closed that end of the conference.

“It’s obvious that word hasn’t reached Commander Urgurth that our explorer ship observed the Yeret system for several cycles,” Fetler remarked to Soiter.

“And we should keep it that way,” Soiter opined. “Besides, what kind of invader attacks a planet by delivering water to an arid world?”

“There is the possibility that they do this for themselves as a prelude to taking over the world,” Fetler offered.

“Do you believe that’s who occupies the tri-hulls?” Soiter asked.

“I’d like not to believe that, but time will tell,” Fetler replied.

Soiter received an emergency update. He read it and laughed. His breath was a soft wheeze around his slender, long tongue.

“It’s apparent that the Utilimats didn’t chase the tri-hull away,” Soiter relayed. “It’s now appeared below the ecliptic.”

The Freiot system was equipped with a dense series of telemetry stations. While there was an inherent delay in receiving signals, it did allow the government and company leaders to follow ship maneuvers.

Both Fetler and Soiter hurried from their offices to a central communications hub, where they could observe the tri-hull.

“What’s the delay time?” Soiter asked a tech.

“Negligible,” the tech replied. “The tri-hull appeared out of the dark at great velocity. Strangely, it covered its drive engines before it entered our system’s gravitational field. Yet, it’s still maneuvering.”

Soiter and Fetler glanced at each other. The ministers and the key officials had watched the entirety of the explorer ship’s recordings more than once. They’d witnessed the unbelievable capabilities of the so-called invaders. Of particular interest were the shuttles that landed and lifted without evidence of engine exhaust. It was theorized that the numerous tri-hulls and the great liner possessed the same technology.

“The tri-hull is no longer headed for this planet. It’s swiveled toward the Utilimat warships,” the tech reported.

Soiter and Fetler realized that the tech was conferencing. He was probably apprising many officials of the tri-hull’s maneuvers.

“Warships responding, turning to confront the invader. Modules opening,” the tech continued. “Wait one for update. Seeking the tri-hull. Located. It’s looped below the warships and is still closing on them.”

Soiter and Fetler turned toward another screen. It tracked ship maneuvers in a wire diagram, revealing their course history.

“Is that possible?” the tech murmured, checking his instrumentation’s signal handling. “Navigation readout confirmed. Warships maneuvering. Tri-hull has performed a ... a ...”

“Threaded maneuver,” Soiter offered.

“An unusual twisting course,” the tech relayed to his audience. “The tri-hull has come to station. It’s taken up a position between two warships.”

After a brief wait, the tech said, “The warships are repositioning. So is the tri-hull. It continues to remain between Utilimat ships.”

Soiter’s and Fetler’s long tongues slithered rapidly in and out. It communicated their amusement.

The tech listened intently to a conference attendee. “Negative,” the tech replied. “No weapons have been released.”

Aboard the Trident, the captain and the bridge crew watched the maneuvers of Opal and Articus play out. As the more aggressive digital sentient, Opal had designed the concept. Articus, responsible for the ship’s safety, executed the strategy carefully.

As for Julien, well, he chose to sit back and watch the pair play games with the deadly warships.

For a lengthy period, the Utilimat warships tried to position the tri-hull so as to clear the field of fire. Each captain knew that, if they were to launch, the missiles wouldn’t be able to follow the swiftly maneuvering tri-hull. Worse, detonations of bajhaad lance missiles would endanger all ships and the planet as the beads spread out.

Finally, the stalemate came to an end, with Commander Urgurth receiving a blunt communication from the Freiot elected leader, Palladon Guelmer.

The palladon said, “Commander, cease and desist from trying to destroy the tri-hull. The ship hasn’t fired on you once, and your attempts to destroy it are bordering on the ludicrous. Freiot citizenry will be laughing at your antics for annuals.”

Reluctantly, Commander Urgurth ordered his captains to stand down, but he didn’t direct them to retreat.

While Articus and Opal had kept the Utilimat warships spinning, Julien had investigated the Freiot sophisticated comm system. His task of picking up the Freiot language was made easy when he located an online library.

In a collection of data folders, Julien located a series of Freiot-Utilimat primers in gradually increasing complexity. Shortly afterward, he had acquired a robust knowledge of the Freiot language complete with pronunciations, which he shared with Articus and Opal. Then he transferred his compilation to the ship’s controller.

When the Utilimat warships closed their modules and formed a tight squadron, Julien took the opportunity to query a Freiot directory of the current serving government officials. Selecting the defense minister, Julien connected to the individual’s comm unit, which was implanted under his tympanum.

<Greetings, Defense Minister Soiter, have we to thank you for the cessation of Utilimat hostilities?>

Soiter was surprised to hear the tones of the narrator who’d recorded the primers he was required to study if he was to serve in government. Then it occurred to him what had happened, and he conferenced Fetler in the call.

“Of all the material to study in our library, you chose the ones that every official has completed,” Soiter said. “How should we call you?”

<I’m Julien, the leader of the conclave ships in this area of space.>

“Could you define the scope of the space to which you refer, Julien?” Fetler requested.

<You’re familiar with the energy anomaly near the Yerets’ arid planet, Race Relations Minister Fetler, correct?> Julien inquired.

“You’re referring to the planet at which your ships are throwing ice asteroids,” Fetler said, to make a point.

<I am,> Julien replied. <The area of space to which I’m referring is occupied by the Yerets, Monkfreds, Utilimats, and your race.>

“You’ve gone to a great deal of effort to get our attention,” Soiter said. “How can we help you, Julien?”

<I’m curious as to the extent of your knowledge about the Yerets and the Monkfreds,> Julien replied. <If you believe it to be limited, I would like to share my knowledge of our time with these races.>

“You didn’t mention the Utilimats,” Fetler pointed out.

<Our encounters with the Utilimats have been difficult, to say the least,> Julien replied. <Although, I’m proud of the bravery exhibited by two Utilimat warship captains who’ve left the service and now advise Judimal Yathal and the Judimal Council.>

“That does not sound like something the Utilimat supreme commander would allow,” Soiter commented.

<I wouldn’t say that Captains Uferus and Ophorous left under congenial circumstances, but we didn’t allow the supreme commander an opportunity to object,> Julien replied. He heard the unmistakable sounds of breath sliding over long thin tongues. He was reminded of the Usaanans, an alliance race known as sand serpents.

“As to your original inquiry, Julien, our contact with the Yerets is limited, and our knowledge of the Monkfreds is nearly nonexistent,” Fetler said.

On several monitors in the central communications room, a vid played of the Yerets feeding the riders. The matriarchs eyed their calves, who played in a pond, while they grazed.

Many of the comm techs left their seats to crowd around the few monitors playing the vid.

“We recognize the Yerets,” Fetler said.

“The Monkfreds are a symbiotic and telepathic composite of riders and grazers,” Julien said. “They are as gentle a pair of races as I’ve ever met in my half millennium of existence.”

The information about the Monkfreds was surprising to the Freiots. That Julien’s age was measured in centuries boggled their minds.

“Why are the Monkfreds on a Yeret planet?” Soiter queried.

<We rescued the Monkfreds from two inhospitable planets where the Utilimats had transported them,> Julien replied. <Unfortunately, our rescue wasn’t timely. Matriarchs, calves, and riders were lost in large numbers.>

“And the Yerets have welcomed the Monkfreds to their world. Why?” Fetler inquired.

<The Monkfreds need time to raise their newborns to sufficient size to withstand predator attacks on their home world,> Julien explained. <I asked the Yerets to host the Monkfreds until the calves were old enough to return.>

“And your supply of water to their dry world had no influence on their decision,” Soiter insinuated.

Fetler knew immediately that Soiter’s inference was the wrong thing to say.

<The conclave invites participation. It doesn’t leverage a race to cooperate,> Julien stated evenly. <If Freiots wish to continue their relationship with Utilimats and ignore the other races in this area of space, as far as the conclave is concerned, they’re free to do so, and you’ll receive no more emissaries.>

“Julien,” Fetler quickly said, before Soiter could respond. “You’ve exciting technology. Is the conclave in a habit of sharing that with other races?”

<The degree to which the conclave shares its technology depends on several factors,> Julien replied. <For instance, it’s yet to be determined if the Monkfreds will even want what we can offer. On the other hand, the Yerets will gradually make use of more and more of our tech. However, some items are only available to those races who join the conclave.>

“Why the final qualification?” Soiter asked.

<We don’t share instantaneous transport though quantum-linked gates with just any race who wants the tech,> Julien replied, and he waited while that sunk into the Freiots’ thoughts.

“Julien, our palladon, Guelmer, will convene his regularly scheduled meeting of ministers and agency heads in seven cycles,” Fetler said. “If we were to visit the Yeret world that’s been discussed, it would happen within ten cycles after that meeting.”

<I would hope to welcome you there,> Julien sent.

Immediately, Articus shifted the Trident’s position and accelerated the ship to clear the system.

In the central comm station, Fetler and Soiter heard their comms go silent. However, a glance at the nearby monitors showed an extended version of the Monkfred lives on the Yeret planet.
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20: Can’t Live without Them

NAIAD HOME WORLD

GELUS SYSTEM

With the successes on Darmian, the demand for shipments destined for the protectors had lessened, which allowed Peña and Sven to focus on developing projects on Axis Crossing worlds.

<Some of these ideas we’re discussing will run into bandwidth problems,> Sven pointed out.

<Not a problem,> Merlie responded. <We can restart production of sisters to fill the gap.>

Sven regarded Merlie, his eyes narrowing.

<Or not,> Merlie added, tossing it off as if it was just a thought. When she grinned at Sven, she had to dodge the swat aimed at her arm.

Via Sven’s private link with Peña, he sent, <Lately, Merlie seems to want to practice human-sister interactions. Her mannerisms replicate our early playfulness. Does she have someone in mind?>

<Merlie,> Peña sent privately. <You’ve given yourself away to Sven. I suggest you have a private conversation when the time is appropriate. His advice could help you.>

<Thank you,> Merlie replied.

When Sven realized nothing was to come of his query to Peña, he returned to the point he’d made earlier. <I’ve some thoughts about project development that could facilitate new ventures,> he shared.

<We’re listening,> Peña replied, which was an instruction for Merlie.

<I was talking to Violet and the TM partners,> Sven sent. <With the Helgart freighter arriving soon with the conclave’s contributions for the surgical suites and implants, we’ll dedicate more sisters to these locations on Naiad and aboard the Fortuna.>

<True,> Peña commented.

<Already, complaints are being filed by Comtech Director Diana Breneman. She’s saying that the servers can’t handle the rapid volume of implant requests,> Sven explained.

Simultaneously, Peña took note of the subtle flash behind Merlie’s eyes and Sven’s hand gestures. <Patience, Merlie, Sven is just getting started. You’ll need to learn to judge the indicators that tell you a partner, such as Eaton Saby, is thinking through a problem.>

<Gemma Burke of Truth Matters told me that a major user of comtech resources is Lena,> Sven continued. <She’s a coder for Ian Kilpatrick’s astrophysicist research team.>

<A controller would manage the queries more efficiently,> Merlie offered. A glance toward Peña made her realize that she’d failed to follow Peña’s simple request, and she quickly and privately apologized.

<If that were the only issue, I’d agree,> Sven replied, unaware that he’d just proved Peña’s point about the speed of human thought versus a sister’s kernel. <However, Lena sent a long opinion message to Truth Matters, who will publish the piece in its entirety this evening. Brendan Burke thought we should see it before it went live.>

Peña was aware that after their return from Darmian, Sven seemed to have acquired a new level of self-confidence. Instead of operating in the background of HS Transport, he’d taken a proactive role, speaking to many individuals across the Axis Crossing worlds. At first, she thought that his attentions were wandering from her. But, as he gained information, he’d shared the data and his excitement with her. His efforts had the effect of strengthening their bond.

Merlie and Peña reviewed the opinion piece the TM partners would soon post.

<An imaginative young woman,> Merlie commented.

<More than that, I think Lena points the way,> Sven shared. <I asked Violet to connect with Naiads who were experienced with their implants and test them on their thoughts about what Lena had suggested.>

<Did you receive Violet’s responses?> Peña inquired.

Sven grinned and gently brushed Peña’s cheek. Based on the way Merlie spoke to him, he knew that she must be party to Peña’s secret about her alternate avatar. Knowing that, he felt comfortable expressing his true feelings about Peña in Merlie’s company.

<None of Lena’s suggestions received less than a sixty-eight percent approval,> Sven replied. Then he shared the results with both sisters.

<Look what got a hundred percent,> Merlie sent. <Transport requests via implants.> She regarded Peña with intensity.

<Potentially, a huge project,> Sven sent. <Each of Lena’s suggestions is a significant project for Naiad. Some of them have applications for the mining planets, such as ordering seats on shuttles or cabins on flights.>

<Lena is projecting the eventual demise of slates,> Peña mused. <Now that we know what got you excited, what were your thoughts about implementation?>

Peña saw intense desire for her burn in Sven’s eyes. <Tonight, my partner,> she sent tenderly, which enabled Sven to focus.

<Commander Tocknicka told us about the typical timeline for uptake in conclave technology,> Sven continued. <It starts slowly and then builds momentum. I think Naiads are close to reaching a point of huge demand for not only implants but also for real world applications.>

<Which is when we’d reach the extent of our sisters’ ability to supply demand,> Peña surmised.

<Exactly,> Sven finished.

<So, we need new partners,> Merlie surmised.

<And other sisters said you were defective,> Sven remarked.

When Merlie blinked, Peña laughed.

<You deserved that one, Merlie,> Peña sent privately.

Merlie regarded Sven, who grinned at her. Then she sent him a vid. It showed a drooling Sven struggling to learn his alphabet. Instantly, she received Sven’s retort. The image shifted to show Merlie sitting behind Sven. She was staring into space, lost to the world.

Feeling outdone, Merlie replied with a new version, but Sven’s vid demolished hers. She was about to try a third time, but she stopped. She turned toward Peña, who laughed.

<You challenge my partner, you challenge me,> Peña sent.

<I’ll remember that,> Merlie replied.

Sven sensed that Merlie might have felt excluded. He regarded her, winked, and enfolded her in his arms.

Merlie had wondered what a friendly hug, such as the way Sven held her, would feel like from Eaton. Now she had a good idea. From her point of view, the sensations were pleasant. Her next thought was that they might feel even better with an alternate avatar similar to the one that Peña had.

<Where do you think we should start?> Peña asked Sven, when he released Merlie.

<I think we wait for the TM article to release. Then, the next day, we get the compiled responses from Violet, and we visit the TM partners to get their opinions,> Sven replied. <With that information, we have a good place to start with the council. If the council shows interest, then we search out partners. I think the council would appreciate that we’re sharing the projects’ largesse with Naiad designers, manufacturers, and contractors.>

<It’s probably time to feed you,> Peña remarked. <You’ve been burning those brain cells to the point that the body must be craving energy.>

Sven intended to protest, but his body betrayed him. The thought of food had his stomach grumbling, and the sisters grinned.

As they exited Sven and Peña’s cabin, Merlie sent, <May I speak privately with Sven after his meal?>

<I won’t contact him until you tell me your conversation has ended,> Peña shared. <I would offer this advice. Be direct and forthright with him. Sven can’t promise you a SADE’s privacy, but he wouldn’t reveal anything that you share.>

After Sven consumed two trays of food, Peña rose, placed her hands on Sven’s shoulders to keep him in place. She’d warmed her lips to press them against his ear before she exited the meal room.

Sven regarded Merlie, and his eyebrows rose in a query.

<I would like your advice,> Merlie sent.

<Which human has attracted your attention?> Sven returned.

<How did you come to that conclusion?> Merlie asked.

<You’ve been practicing on me. It’s been subtle, but my association with Peña allows me to detect the difference,> Sven replied. <Am I wrong?>

<No, you’re not,> Merlie admitted. <It’s Eaton Saby.>

<A good choice. I like the man,> Sven replied. <What’s the stage?>

<Explain,> Merlie requested.

<Among humans there are general guidelines about the formation of personal relationships. It’s frequently been referred to as the mating game,> Sven explained.

<Where can I find these guidelines?> Merlie inquired, which made Sven laugh.

<You won’t find much in the way of a rule book,> Sven replied. <Link into Naiad comtech and request novels. Many of them will portray human relationships, which will help you understand human interactions.>

<At this point, I would say that Eaton and I haven’t achieved a significant stage,> Merlie replied.

<What happens when you visit Delhart?> Sven inquired.

<When I land, I often seek Eaton to ask if he’s free at his midday or evening meal,> Merlie responded. <He always says yes, and we have pleasant conversations.>

<Anything else?> Sven asked.

<If you’re referring to the little things that pass between Peña and you, then I would say no,> Merlie replied.

<Then I think your preference that something develop between Eaton and you is a little premature,> Sven said.

<When would I know that there could be a relationship?> Merlie asked.

Sven realized that he was on thin ice. Peña and he were still working on their personal involvement, and he certainly didn’t qualify as a relationship counselor for digital entities and humans. However, he liked Merlie, and he didn’t want to see her disappointed.

<Watch for the small signs,> Sven offered. <There’ll be little hints in the way he perceives you.>

<I would like examples of these signs,> Merlie requested.

<Watch how he treats other humans,> Sven explained. <Does he merely shake hands, or does he prefer to keep his hands to himself? Does he touch a shoulder when he laughs or commiserates with another?>

<Then I should be aware of when he performs those same actions with me, which will tell me that he regards me in a similar way,> Merlie surmised.

<That will be the first step,> Sven explained. <The important one is what comes next.>

<When he’ll be more demonstrative with me than others,> Merlie quickly shared.

<Yes,> Sven replied. <It’s also the opportunity to reciprocate.>

<To respond in the manner in which he treats me,> Merlie supposed. <I thank you for your assistance, Sven. I need one more piece of advice.>

<Ask,> Sven directed, hoping the hard part of the discussion was over.

<I’ve witnessed Peña apply her lips to your cheeks and ears. You seem to appreciate that. How is that done?> Merlie inquired.

Sven admitted his hope of a simple conclusion had been premature. At the same time, he briefly wondered why he was feeling uncomfortable. Then he realized it was because of his relationship with Peña. He tried to imagine how Peña would view this conversation. Then it hit him. Merlie would have asked permission of Peña to seek his help, and, knowing the subject, she had agreed. It was the difference between human women and digital females.

With that understanding in mind, Sven sent, <Peña knows that many of her sensory areas are for the sake of appearance and aren’t meant to replicate a human’s anatomical intricacies. For me, she warms her fingertips or her lips before she touches me.>

<That’s why Peña’s new avatar is always charged,> Merlie suddenly understood. <It’s meant to imitate the way a human female would feel to you.>

<That’s correct,> Sven replied.

<May I perfect the technique?> Merlie inquired.

<Um ... which one?> Sven shared.

<First, I’d like to test the fingertips. What temperature is best?> Merlie inquired.

It dawned on Sven that Peña must have conducted a great deal of research before their first interaction. He never had to advise her on how or at what temperature her touch would have been enjoyable. The first time had been wonderful.

<Query Peña,> Sven advised.

<I have her response,> Merlie quickly replied. <How does this feel?> she asked, reaching across the table to stroke his cheek with her fingertips.

<The temperature and the pressure are good,> Sven replied.

Merlie offered Sven a generous smile. Then she leaned over and applied a gentle kiss to his cheek. Then, despite being a digital entity, she sashayed out of the meal room.

Sven sat at the table and considered what had taken place. While he did, Peña arrived. She stood behind him and slowly massaged his substantial shoulder muscles.

<You were generous to Merlie, and that is appreciated,> Peña sent, as she leaned over and nuzzled him cheek to cheek. <Two sisters now understand the nature of forming a human-sister relationship. You’ve only a few hundred more sisters to go.> When she felt Sven tense, she laughed. <How did you feel advising Merlie?>

<I went from feeling like a big brother to a bit like a laboratory specimen,> Sven admitted.

<Were her touches technically appropriate?> Peña inquired.

Rather than answer that question, Sven replied, <I think Merlie has a good understanding of the reason that your second avatar is built the way it was delivered. You might allow her to investigate it when you next wear it.> When Peña’s hands briefly paused in their work, it was Sven’s turn to laugh.

<I believe I understand your comment about the laboratory specimen,> Peña admitted.

On Naiad, the TM partners had published Lena’s opinion piece, and millions of readers were responding swiftly. Even the partners were surprised by the numerous responses and the strong emotions they expressed.

The next morning, Gemma received Sven’s request for a meeting, and she had no need to ask the subject.

Several hours later, a traveler dropped from the Storyteller and headed planetside.

Violet chose to meet Peña, Sven, and Merlie, as they exited the traveler.

Between digital entities, the customary greeting was exchanged. Then Sven’s heavy arms wrapped Violet’s avatar.

<Always appreciated, Sven,> Violet shared privately.

As the foursome made their way through the tunnel to the nearest transport station, Violet sent, <Opportunity awaits us.> Then she shared a synopsis of the responses that TM received.

<Fewer than thirty percent found the article objectionable,> Sven replied, after his companions gave him time to absorb the data.

<Recall that Lena was careful to say that slates, devices, and implant reception could exist side by side,> Merlie pointed out. <Despite that, the humans who are objecting don’t wish to see others adopt implants. Why is that, Sven?>

<Distrust, fear, and anger,> Sven replied. <They don’t wish to see their social preferences change. These would be the same individuals who didn’t want to see the sisters receive citizenship.>

Gemma received notification that the foursome was on their way to TM’s office, and she alerted the other partners.

After greetings, the group settled in a conference room.

Then Violet queried, <Do we have another guest?>

<We do,> Brendan replied.

When Brendan frowned, Violet explained, <There are only a few thousand implants on Naiad. It’s easy to maintain awareness of all of them. One of them has been making a direct line for this building, and Lena has chosen this level in her elevator selection.>

<You learn a little more about SADE capability every cycle,> Simona commented. She’d moved her focus from Violet to Peña and Merlie as she spoke.

<Each of us chooses the data on which we wish to focus,> Peña replied. <Even a kernel has only so much room.>

Sven extended a hand palm up to indicate that his next words were of no consequence, as he shared, <We must lament the limitations of digital entities.>

SADE and sisters loosed their noises on the conference link. At the same time, Merlie and Violet noted that Sven’s remark was for the entertainment of one, and Peña had appreciated the banter.

A few minutes later, Lena was shown into the conference room, where her footsteps stuttered to a halt.

<Come, Lena. Sit beside me,> Violet sent, indicating the empty chair to her right.

Quietly, Lena sat and stared silently at the assembled individuals.

<Anyone else expected?> Sven queried. When Gemma replied, <No.> He sent, <Lena, let me congratulate you on an outstanding opinion piece. Violet has shared a synopsis of the responses, and it appears that the vast majority of Axis Crossing citizens applaud your ideas.>

<Really?> Lena replied, taken aback by Sven’s praise and the response information.

<Perhaps, we’ve the wrong impression of why the four of you are here,> Oscar sent, as he indicated Violet, Peña, and her companions. <Obviously, it isn’t to hear the results from the release of Lena’s article.>

<Probably not,> Brendan opined. <That would mean this foursome is ahead of us, and this conference represents a continuation of the story.>

Suddenly, the TM partners were shifting in their seats to regard the foursome eagerly.

<The Helgart shipment of medical suites and fifty thousand implants is due tomorrow,> Peña explained. <Lena superbly projected where the demand for connection to Naiad infrastructure could go. The positive responses indicate that her thoughts echo those of her citizens. We see opportunity for HS Transport, but it’s not without challenges, which my partner has brought to our attention.>

The TM partners knew that Peña was referring to Sven in the personal and not just the professional sense, and Sven appeared extremely comfortable with that.

<If we anticipate infrastructure changes for Axis Crossing worlds to accommodate implants, there aren’t enough sisters to service those projects,> Merlie added.

<You need whom?> Simona asked.

<Contractors, possibly manufacturers,> Gemma volunteered.

<Precisely,> Peña responded.

<So, you’ll take Lena’s thoughts as guidelines and propose projects to the council that would benefit not only the sisters but also many Naiad companies too,> Brendan offered.

<Close,> Sven allowed. <Actually, we thought the council should hear from Lena herself. After all, she authored the opinion piece.>

Lena gazed wide-eyed at her audience, as she sent, <You’re welcome to take my ideas to the council.>

<Sven’s right, Lena,> Gemma sent gently. <It will make more impact on the council to hear from an educated young tech, who has an implant, and sees a new future for Axis Crossing worlds.>

<You’ll be with me, right?> Lena asked, as she regarded the foursome for confirmation. The resounding affirmatives she heard eased the twisted knot in her stomach.

<So, Lena, of the items you listed, which do you think would be most desired?> Sven queried.

<Which item gathered the most positive responses?> Lena requested.

<The messages to TM didn’t treat your article as a list to vote item by item,> Violet explained. <Instead, they either agreed with your article or they didn’t. Then each side often gave their reasons. The positive responses spoke about the need to think ahead, and that the council should plan now to upgrade infrastructure to be controlled by implants.>

<And those individuals urged the council to speak to the sisters about doing just that,> Simona added.

<Let’s return to my question, Lena,> Sven urged.

<If I think about every work cycle, I feel impaired by the limitations of my slate,> Lena mused. <Take it off my sleeve when my hands are full? No, thank you. My slate might run multiple apps, but they must be visible to me to be able to respond. I can do that easily in my implant. All in all, my implant is more efficient in every way. Except, it would be nice to have a palm holo-vid.> Then she grinned at Violet.

<It would be a complex operation, but if that’s what you wish, young one,> Violet replied.

<Just kidding,> Lena quickly supplied, which earned her a grin from Violet. <Tease,> Lena remarked, lightly tapping Violet’s hand.

<Essentially, Lena, you listed the items in your opinion piece that irked you,> Oscar ventured.

<Pretty much,> Lena replied, nodding slowly as she thought about it.

<Lena, for your presentation to the council, I want you to think about specific circumstances that happened to you when you knew an implant would have been much more helpful,> Sven advised.

<That’s easy,> Lena replied. She regarded the TM partners, as she queried, <Anyone ever had arms full of packages and had to deal with an elevator panel?>

Each of the partners raised their hand, and Gemma added, <And frequently dropped more than one package?> to which Lena responded by raising her hand.

<Now you know the main reason I stick with Peña,> Sven teased.

Peña swiftly extended a finger toward Sven, as she privately shared, <That will cost you, my partner.>

Sven grinned, bent over, and kissed the tip of Peña’s finger.

Oscar queried his companions if a sister-human relationship represented an in-depth article.

Gemma and Simona quickly shot the idea down, and Brendan was glad he’d kept his opinion to himself. Unlike their male partners, Gemma and Simona had caught Lena’s reaction.

The young tech had smiled at the pair’s antics. In essence, she accepted the relationship for what it was — something that was between two individuals and didn’t require her approval.

The conference lasted until midday meal.

Sven proposed taking Lena to a diner, but she lamented that she had work to do.

Violet queried Lena as to what she needed to accomplish.

With Lena being a tech, she delved into the specifics of what she must complete. Violet located the program on Lena’s server. Then she set the parameters that Lena listed. Finally, she shared her settings with Lena, who nodded, her eyes narrowing.

<The program is running, as you requested, Lena,> Violet sent. <Now you have time for a meal with this trio.> Then she left an open-mouthed tech in her wake.
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Lena enjoyed a meal with Peña, Sven, and Merlie in one of the dome’s better diners. When Sven and she finished their meals, Lena regarded the trio expectantly.

<If you’re waiting for directives from us, Lena, they won’t be forthcoming,> Sven shared. <That’s not this kind of meeting.>

<What kind is it?> Lena inquired.

<It’s strategic,> Peña replied.

Lena had felt as if she was a step or two behind ever since she’d walked into the conference room. Now she had a glimmer of where the conversation was headed. <You’re looking for a movement, aren’t you?> she queried. The reply was three smiles.

<Are you asking me to be the movement’s leader?> Lena inquired dubiously.

<More like the spokesperson,> Sven replied. <Your article has ignited imaginations across Axis Crossing worlds. Whether you like it or not, citizens are looking for what you say or do next on this subject.>

<Admittedly, that wasn’t my intent,> Lena sent. When the trio regarded her with various expressions of doubt, she added, <Maybe a little bit.> Then she grinned sheepishly.

<Say I didn’t mind being this spokesperson,> Lena offered. <After I speak to the council, then what?>

<Another article,> Peña promptly replied.

<On what?> Lena asked. The quiet faces made her think through this new aspect of her being a leader not a follower. <I see,> she shared. <TM would have noted that you and I would have met with the council. Then citizens would want to hear from me about what had transpired.>

<That’s the idea,> Sven sent.

<I get it,> Lena shared excitedly. <You need a go-between. The populace, who is in favor of adopting conclave technology, wish to hear from a Naiad as opposed to a company or ...>

<Digital sentients,> Merlie supplied.

<It’s a delicate subject for humans,> Peña explained. <Sisters might be citizens, but to a significant section of the Naiad population we’re still aliens.>

Lena saw Sven’s big shoulders tense, and she saw Peña’s hand cover his. She quickly linked privately to Sven. <Apologies, Sven, if I’ve insulted.>

<You didn’t, Lena,> Sven replied. <Peña is correct, but after all that the sisters have done for Axis Crossing worlds, it’s difficult to hear.>

<I can tell you, Sven, that people my age don’t see the sisters like that,> Lena replied. <Unfortunately, it’s not the same for some of our older citizens.>

As the sisters had seen Lena focus on Sven, they assumed a private conversation, and they waited for a signal to resume the conference.

<Could we talk about the council meeting?> Lena asked the trio.

<The council meets in two cycles, and we’ve time on their agenda,> Peña replied. <You’ll be our presenter. Essentially, we’d like you to explain to the council why you wrote the article, and what you’d hope to see the council accomplish.>

<And that’s it?> Lena queried. <You don’t want to give me a text to read or coach me on what to say?>

<Absolutely not,> Sven replied.

<What about the article I write for TM afterward?> Lena asked.

<What about it?> Merlie inquired.

<Do you want to supply me with notes or something?> Lena inquired.

<Again, no,> Sven shared.

<What if I hear about something that you’re planning to build and install that I don’t like?> Lena queried.

<Where is this going, Lena?> Peña asked.

Sven leaned into his chair and regarded Lena. <I think our young tech has been coached by someone who is suspicious of our motives,> he sent.

Lena’s expression gave her away.

<Our apologies, Lena, if we’ve intruded on your time,> Peña sent.

Then Lena watched the trio stand, tip their heads to her, and leave, paying the bill as they exited. She sat quietly, feeling heavily conflicted. After her brother and her uncle had learned of her article and subsequent invitation to meet with the TM conference, they’d told her that they would sit with her for morning meal.

Lena’s morning meal had been difficult to consume, as her stomach tied in knots. Her brother and her uncle didn’t let up on her. They continually drew up scenarios that painted the sisters as exploiting opportunities that would lessen human control over Axis Crossing worlds. While she didn’t succumb to their arguments, they did manage to install a healthy measure of doubt.

As the trio returned to the shuttle pad, Peña linked her companions with Violet.

<How was the meal?> Violet inquired.

<We skated over thin ice and fell through,> Sven grumped.

<Lena seemed to accept what we were proposing,> Peña explained. <Then she began querying us about how we would direct her. Nothing we said convinced her that she was free to express her opinion.>

<Someone was in her ear,> Violet responded.

<Sven put his finger on it,> Merlie sent. <That’s when we left.>

Violet delved into comtech. After researching Lena’s family and friends, she sent, <Certainly, the trouble came from Lena’s uncle and possibly one or two others. Lena’s uncle exchanges messages with two groups, who could be summarized as anti-digital sentients.>

<It doesn’t matter who has undermined her opinions,> Sven sent. <Lena will have to choose whether to follow her beliefs or those of her family members. At this point, we can’t use her at the council meeting.>

<Disappointing,> Violet shared. <There are many who are expecting to hear from Lena. If one or two people have pushed their opinions onto Lena’s beliefs, it’s another case of the minority trying to control the majority.>

In the early hours of the next morning, the freighter from Helgart arrived at Naiad. Sisters, Naiads, and the freighter crew worked to unload the conclave supplies.

By the following morning, the surgical suites would be in place and the implants distributed.

Violet’s announcements about the suite locations and their openings would result in appointments being snatched up until most of the forty thousand implants allocated to Naiad had been booked. The other ten thousand implants were destined for the Fortuna and the mining worlds.

Lena left her midday meal with Peña and her companions a miserable person. She’d always loved her brother and her uncle, but, as she’d attended university, she began to understand the fundamental differences in the way she viewed the world versus her brother and especially her uncle.

The rest of the workday passed in a blur. When she got home, she was pestered to tell about her meeting with TM. She made an excuse about a headache and went to her room. The next morning the interrogation resumed, and she left early for work.

It wasn’t long before the director, Ian Kilpatrick, called her into her office. <Lena, you’ve always exhibited a joyful personality. Yesterday afternoon and this morning, you look miserable. Did someone die?>

Lena chuckled miserably at the idea that her mood was so dark that Ian thought someone had passed away. She thought to brush off the question, but she decided to explain. When she started to talk, everything poured out. Finally, she finished and stared at Ian, who gently laughed.

<It’s understandable that your feelings for your family members should sway you to listen to their advice, but you’re giving their opinions too much consideration,> Ian counseled.

<What do you think I should do?> Lena inquired.

<That’s the wrong question, Lena,> Ian pointed out. <Who liaised with Samuel first? Who brought him to our attention? Who was the first on our team to get an implant? Who wrote the article that TM published? Who excited a wide swath of our citizenry with her thoughts about the future?>

When Lena sat quietly with her thoughts, Ian inquired, <Is it that you don’t wish to argue your opinions with your family?>

Lena thought about that and nodded.

<Then you don’t look forward to going home after work, do you?> Ian queried.

Again, Lena nodded.

<Then what’s the alternative?> Ian inquired. <Let your family members dictate how you’re to think? Fight for your right to hold your own opinions or move out?>

Lena regarded Ian thoughtfully. <The last choice is the most desirable,> she shared. <Going home tonight and announcing I’m leaving makes me sick to my stomach.>

<Then we should do something about that,> Ian replied. <You go back to work, and we’ll see what I can accomplish.>

Ian’s team watched Lena resume her seat. Her dark mood seemed to have lightened a little, but she still wasn’t herself.

If there was one individual who Lena trusted, it was Samuel, but he wasn’t on the planet. A good second choice was Violet, and Ian connected to her.

For several minutes, Ian explained the problem.

<I can appreciate that Lena is in a difficult situation, but I can’t assist her without her permission,> Violet replied.

<Let me work on that,> Ian sent and ended the link. After midday meal, he had the pieces to provide a solution, and he invited Lena into his office.

<Lena, this is Jackie,> Ian sent, indicating a young woman. After the two women greeted each other, Ian continued, <I’ve known Jackie’s parents for many years, they’re engineers serving on Beta One. Jackie lives in the family’s apartment. The other evening, she complained that she feels alone in the place.>

<You’re looking for a roommate?> Lena inquired, with more enthusiasm than Ian had seen from her all cycle.

Jackie laughed good-naturedly. <With the size of the apartment, it’s more like a housemate.>

<You’ve had your implant for a while,> Lena complimented.

<As have you,> Jackie noted. <By the way, I loved your article in Truth Matters. I hope you write more.> Then she shared her personal comtech ID.

<What would this cost?> Lena inquired.

<Lena, I’m not paying anything,> Jackie shared. <My parents are senior management. They own the apartment and pay for its upkeep. I’d expect you to contribute to our food, but that’s about it. Oh, there’s one other thing.>

<What’s that?> Lena asked, trying not to sound suspicious.

<I get to claim to my friends that I know the famous Lena of the TM article,> Jackie replied, grinning.

<Sounds like a deal,> Lena replied, smiling and extending her hand. <When can I move in?>

<Anyone at your home now?> Ian asked.

Lena checked her implant’s chronometer, <No,> she replied, frowning.

<Let’s go,> Ian sent to his entire team.

Research individuals placed programs in auto mode and locked their workstations.

Ian reached his office door with Jackie, who turned to Lena, motioned with her hand, and sent, <Come on, silly. We’re moving you.>

Lena felt that she was in a dreamscape. She accompanied Jackie, Ian, and the entire research team to her father’s apartment. They quickly packed her things. There was only one item too heavy to carry. It was a dresser left to her by her mother, who’d inherited it from her mother.

When the group was ready to leave, Violet and a sister walked into the apartment and hefted the dresser.

Lena stood in place, with tears in her eyes.

Then Jackie threw an arm around her shoulder. <The world will look better soon,> she promised.

Less than an hour later, Lena surveyed Jackie’s apartment, amazed at the amount of room. The team unpacked her things into her new room. Then each of them hugged Lena and left.

<You don’t seem happy,> Jackie inquired softly.

<I have to speak to my father,> Lena shared. <He doesn’t know what’s happened.>

<Is he at the restaurant?> Jackie asked. When Lena appeared surprised, she laughed, <Everyone who enjoys fine dining knows of your father’s place. That he’s remodeling it has disappointed many. Let’s go.>

The young women grabbed their coats, and soon, they were entering the restaurant’s lobby.

A worker recognized Lena and hurried to get her father.

Lena’s father, Robert, passed through the dust barrier. “Is everything all right?” he asked worriedly.

“I’ve moved in with Jackie,” Lena blurted.

Robert deflated. “I’m sorry I haven’t been home these last few cycles,” he lamented. “It was the article, wasn’t it?”

“That started it,” Lena acknowledged.

“Then your brother had to voice his opinion, didn’t he?” Robert pressed.

“He was one,” Lena admitted.

“My brother?” Robert asked incredulously. His slate buzzed, and he saw Jackie’s comtech ID. “Thank you for this, Jackie,” he said.

“Father, I want you to know that I don’t resent my brother’s or my uncle’s opinions,” Lena said. “They’ve a right to their thoughts. However, I’ve come to understand that they don’t have a right to push their ideas on me. That’s just ended.”

“Good,” Robert replied, hugging his daughter. “I’ve always preferred your voice, and I’m sorry that I didn’t see this coming and do something about it.”

“As I’ve thrown Lena a lifeline, does that rate two seats at the restaurant’s opening?” Jackie inquired with an ingénue’s smile.

“It does,” Robert replied laughing. As he hugged Lena again, he added, “Watch out for this one.” He’d said it loud enough for Jackie to hear, and she’d grinned in reply.

On the following morning, Peña, Sven, and Merlie waited in the wide corridor outside council chambers for their time.

TM partners and many other media people stood nearby.

Behind them, a large number of spectators waited too.

The sisters picked up a familiar voice exiting the elevator into the mass of people. She’d said repeatedly, “Excuse me. I must get to the front.”

As individuals recognized Lena, they asked those ahead of them to make way for her.

Lena arrived beside the trio with Jackie in tow, whom she presented. She was about to explain what had happened, when the chambers doors opened, and a staff member ushered everyone inside.

<May I go first?> Lena asked Peña and Sven.

<Yes,> Sven immediately replied. <The media and the crowd behind us want to hear from you.>

Jackie wished her new friend good fortune, and she sought a seat in the gallery. To her surprise, Simona, a TM partner, waved her to a seat beside her.

<A friend of Lena?> Simona inquired, as Jackie sat beside her.

<I assume my answer would be on the record,> Jackie returned. When Simona confirmed that, Jackie chuckled and cut the link.

<A savvy friend,> Oscar shared with Simona.

Peña introduced Lena to the council as the author of the TM article that had garnered so much interest. Then she sat down and signaled Lena that she should stand to speak aloud to the council.

“I almost didn’t show this morning,” Lena said. “When I wrote the article I was thinking of a better future for our society. Then I had people tell me to be wary of the digital entities and conclave technology. Their insistence had me doubting myself. It took some work on the part of friends to help me realize that Naiads are at a crossroads. That’s a word I learned from a novel. Some of us want to go one way, and others want to go another. For those of us who want to move forward, we’re going to have to help those who want to return to a simpler time.”

“How do you suggest we do that?” Councilor James Soisson inquired.

“I’m a tech, Councilor. You need to ask others that question,” Lena replied.

“Fair enough,” James replied, smiling at the young woman’s candidness.

“I belong to the group of citizens who want to go forward, and that’s why I wrote that article about the things that I think we could do to make that happen,” Lena explained.

As Lena finished that statement, citizens in the back row of the gallery stood and chanted loudly, “No conclave tech!”

Gallery rows in front of the hecklers stood up and shouted back that they should act with decorum and sit down. Neither side desisted, which led to a continuation of the shouting match.

Violet stood, connected to those with implants, and asked for quiet. Immediately, those facing the hecklers stopped yelling and sat down.

That gave the hecklers a clear view of Violet, and they switched to a new chant, which was, “Bots go home.”

In response, Violet smiled at the angry group and sat down.

“Be seated or be removed,” Lead Councilor Claudia Hoffing called out loudly.

Half the demonstrators quieted, which robbed the others of their crowd-like behavior. Soon, every heckler was seated.

“I think our demonstrators have a point,” Councilor Fillery Partus said, which brought cheers from the gallery’s back row. “This press for conclave technology perverts our society. The council should demonstrate its reverence for our present ways and resist its adoption.”

Councilor David Yewall via his connection to the other three implanted councilors sent, <It’s time to talk to Fillery about the Destiny’s council document.>

The others quickly agreed, and Claudia announced that the council would take a short recess.

When Fillery saw the other members rise, she followed, wondering what they’d shared.

In the deliberation chambers behind the council’s dais, Fillery received a message on her slate. “What’s this?” she asked when she saw it originated from Claudia.

“Read it, and acknowledge receipt of it,” Claudia said in a determined tone.

When Fillery read the Destiny’s document, she said, “How do I know this is real?”

“The original is in comtech archives,” Councilor Ramiro Ferraro said, sending a link to Fillery’s slate.

“This is what you need to know, Fillery,” Claudia said. “You’ll conduct yourself as a Naiad councilor should. That means we ask questions of presenters to understand their positions. Under no circumstances do you respond to comments, questions, or protestors in the gallery. That prerogative belongs to me. If you violate our rules again, I’ll excuse you from the dais, and we’ll carry on as this document allows. Do you understand?”

Fillery put up several arguments, and no one responded to her.

Instead, Claudia said, “Tell me you that you understand what I told you.”

“I don’t accept your ruling, and I’ll challenge this document,” Fillery said. Then she stormed out of the deliberations room.

The council returned, and everyone took notice of Fillery’s absence.

When Claudia spoke, a demonstrator yelled out, “You can’t conduct business without five councilors.”

<Violet, we could use your assistance,> Claudia shared, sending the Destiny’s document.

Violet left her seat, stood behind the presenter’s tables, and projected the document from her palm holo-vid.

“This council has discovered that earlier councils have failed to retract an edict adopted by the Destiny’s council,” Claudia said. “As such, councils have followed an illegal ruling that there must be five councilors at all times on the dais. At this time, the council must follow the dictates of the Destiny captain and his council members.”

The audience was stunned, and media reporters garnered images of Violet’s display.

“It’s a fake,” demonstrator called out.

Ramiro sent the link to the original document to Violet to project.

“You’re looking at the location of the document in comtech archives,” Claudia announced.

The heckling resumed. The protestors were caught off guard by the council chambers doors swinging open, and security personnel pouring through.

Hauled to the outer corridor, the demonstrators were shocked to find that they were under arrest, and they loudly protested. In response, they heard security state that it was a crime to interrupt a council’s proceedings.

When the doors closed behind the security officers and the disorderly mob, Claudia gave everyone a moment to settle. Then she extended a hand toward the presenter and said, “You were saying, Lena.”

Lena finished her presentation without further interruption, and Peña and Sven added their comments about how some of Lena’s suggestions could be implemented.

When the session ended, the chambers, except for the councilors, were vacated.

In the corridor, the media tried to get comments from Lena. However, she had her own security. Violet, Peña, and Merlie blocked the sides and rear of Jackie and Lena. They let Sven lead the way. His expression said he wouldn’t brook interference, and his stature proclaimed he was capable of enforcing it.

When the team was settled in a transport, Lena sent, <Wow. That was a little more exciting a session than I thought we’d experience.> She smiled sheepishly at the amount of laughter she received.

<Your comments about a crossroad were apt,> Peña shared. <It’s unfortunate that we weren’t aware of the amount of vitriol that would be heard from those who don’t want a different future.>

<Peña,> Sven shared privately. <After witnessing that disturbance, I’m concerned about Lena’s safety, which must include Jackie.>

<If they’re protected, what’s to stop these irate individuals from going after collateral targets — Lena’s father, Kilpatrick’s research team, or the TM office?> Peña queried.

That evening, Peña and Sven met with Claudia and Commander Paul van Dysen at the councilor’s home.

Sven expressed his concerns about the safety of individuals adopting conclave tech or espousing support for the tech.

“What do you expect us to do?” Paul replied. “We can’t arrest more than half the population because we think they might do something.” When his audience stared at him, he queried, “What did I say?”

“Why do you think it’s more than half the population, Paul?” Claudia asked.

“I assumed it was because of the council’s disturbance,” Paul temporized.

Peña projected her view from the presenter’s tables.

“Take a good look, Paul,” Claudia demanded. “One incomplete row of demonstrators. About two-and-a-half rows demanded the protestors cease and desist. And two-and-a-half more rows chose not to take part in the exchange. How does that indicate half the population?”

“A bad guess,” Paul offered.

“We’ve a problem,” Sven said, indicating the commander with a hand.

“Agreed,” Peña quickly said. She conducted some research on comtech servers. Then she said, “The commander serves at the pleasure of the council.”

Sven eyed Paul with a slight smile.

“Well, Paul, let’s talk about how you keep your job,” Claudia said.

Rising, Paul said, “I think I’ll wait until Fillery’s challenge to our high court is heard and ruled on. For me to be removed, it’ll need every councilor’s approval.”

“I never realized that you were such a Fillery fan,” Claudia said before Paul exited the apartment.

<That clarifies things,> Sven shared. <This anti-tech anger has to be cooled quickly. We can’t wait for a court decision to give a four-member council authority to operate.>

<We certainly can’t use sisters,> Peña pointed out.

<Agreed,> Claudia replied.

Every protestor was free the next morning with a court date.

Then the incidents that Peña, Sven, and Claudia feared started to take place. They were limited in scope because of the violent minority, but they shook Naiads’ sense of a calm society.

Security officers were ordered to public places, but there just weren’t enough of them to maintain control.

On the fifth cycle after the council meeting’s disruption, a Quadrant arrived above Naiad and four travelers landed, emptied troops, and launched.

Commander Tocknicka led a large contingent of Dischnya and Sylians into the reception dome. Then he made for the council meeting with a wasat and a Sylian commander. At the chambers doors, he triggered the panel and walked into the meeting.

<Your pardon, Councilors, for the interruption. I’ll be brief,> Tocknicka sent. <Axis Crossing worlds are under my purview as the conclave outpost commander. I’m tasked with ensuring the safety of every individual in my domain. At present, Naiad is failing to protect the entirety of its citizens. Therefore, I’m deploying conclave members to arrest the individuals perpetrating violent acts. Some troops will remain until such time as the council demonstrates to me that they’ve gained control. May the stars protect your organization.>

As the doors closed behind Tocknicka and his aides, the council hurriedly adjourned and contacted Peña and Sven.

<What’s happened?> Claudia queried on a conference call.

<Councilors, Violet has been present on Naiad long enough for citizens to think of her as a sister,> Peña replied.

<But she’s a SADE,> Ramiro sought to clarify.

<And, as such, she’s conclave,> Sven reminded the council. <It was her duty to report the outbreaks of violence among Naiads. As the outpost commander, Tocknicka was mandated to respond.>

<What does he intend to do?> James asked.

<He’ll have a plan that will halt the attacks,> Peña replied. <We’re not privy to the details.>

<We do know that Violet has collected data on those who didn’t stop at voicing belligerent rhetoric,> Sven sent. <She shared that she’d identified one hundred and two who perpetrated attacks against citizens. Also, she has the names of eleven who retaliated against the protestors. Tocknicka has those names.>

Across Naiad domes, Dischnya and Sylians tracked the one hundred and thirteen citizens referred to Tocknicka. They were collected at their apartments, work locations, diners, and every other possible location.

The sight of Dischnya and Sylians arresting Naiad citizens was a disturbing sight to most. Two things mitigated their reactions. The first was that the arresting individuals wore deep blue conclave uniforms. Second, they informed the arrested that they would be charged with dangerous acts against other Naiads.

There were some Naiads who received the protection of conclave troops.

The TM partners had been forced to send their employees home, and they’d barricaded their office doors. Oscar had fashioned himself a club, and he’d been forced to use it against protestors trying to break into the office.

Oscar was brandishing his club again, as several vigilantes tried to assault the pile of office furniture.

Suddenly, the partners heard shouts of human protests, which were mixed with distinctive growls. They eyed one another in confusion. Then they received, <Greetings, TM partners, we wish to make entry and secure your quarters.>

<Dischnya,> Simona quickly shared with her companions.

Then the partners hurriedly created a path through the jumble of furniture. In the corridor, they could see four citizens on the floor, who were restrained and a little worse for wear.

A wasat stepped through the broken front door and the narrow opening the partners had created. His tongue lolled outside his muzzle, as he shared, <Who knew publishing news and opinions could be so exciting?>

Immediately, the wasat was hugged by Gemma and Simona who’d experienced four cycles of terror.

The wasat eyed Sven’s club, which was bloodied. <I take that was used exclusively in defense of you and your friends,> he shared.

<It was,> all four partners chimed at once.

<Good,> the wasat replied and extended a dark-nailed hand for the impromptu weapon.

<You’re welcome to it,> Oscar sent, as he handed it over.

Seven Dischnya flooded into the office and requested instructions as to where the furniture belonged.

Gemma and Simona hurried to direct the Dischnya.

Oscar nudged Brendan and pointed. The Dischnya had left the restrained perpetrators in the hall with one guard, while they restored the offices.

When the attackers were led away, two Dischnya took up posts in the corridor on either side of the shattered door.

As Jackie and Lena left their apartment for university and work, respectively, they met two Sylians in the hall.

<Greetings,> a Sylian sent, <we’re your escorts.>

<A pleasure,> Jackie replied, admiring the beautiful coats of fur.

Across the domes, order was quickly restored. There were those Naiads whose rhetoric had become ugly and hateful, but they’d stopped short of taking action. However, the public arrests of citizens for violent actions on both sides of the issue gave everyone pause. Furthermore, the Dischnya and Sylian patrols reminded every dome resident of the limits of their discourse and actions.

When the arrests were completed, Tocknicka sought the councilors, who met in the deliberation room to hear his report. He made sure that Fillery Partus was present.

“Councilors, on my orders, one hundred and thirteen Naiads were arrested,” Tocknicka announced.

Fillery eyed the alien. She wanted to protest that the conclave had no right to arrest Naiad citizens, but she knew that her words during the council meeting had added fuel to the fire.

“These Naiads are being taken aboard the Quadrant, which is overhead,” Tocknicka continued. “They’ll be incarcerated on the outpost station.”

“What do you intend to do with them?” David asked.

“Nothing,” Tocknicka replied. “That’s for your world to decide. I’m here merely to restore order and give you and your organizations time to process what has happened. It’s obvious to us that you were unprepared for citizens to act in this way, and I expect that you’ll be making substantial changes. We’ll return the citizens at your request.”

When Tocknicka left, Fillery did too and without a word.

The Naiad population attempted to return to some sort of normalcy, but the vast majority of citizens now knew how precious and vulnerable was their safety and peace.

Ironically, the outer worlds had suffered no such trauma. Too many things were going right for mining world inhabitants to dismantle that. Besides, the sisters inhabited the domes in significant numbers. They were a constant reminder to treat one another ethically.

On Naiad, the high court ruled on the challenge of operating with only four councilors. To the justices, precedents had been set by the Destiny’s log, and it was clear. The captain and the councilors had set a condition that was later ignored. While one judge favored finding a way to prevent the silencing of Fillery Partus, she could offer no viable argument.

With approval from the courts, the council moved quickly. The first action was to dismiss Commander Paul van Dysen from his post. A major, who reported to van Dysen, came to their attention. He’d led the initial arrests of the council meeting protestors, who were released on their own recognizance, which proved to be a dangerous mistake on van Dysen’s part.

Invited to interview for the position of commander, the council was surprised and pleased to note that the major had an implant. Multiple interviewees later, the major, who had been friends with Captain Johann Stegmeir, received the promotion to commandant.

Violet provided the evidence to the new commandant that had been shared with Tocknicka. It didn’t encompass all acts of violence, but it was the majority of perpetrators. The final tally noted that, as a result of the attacks, more than four hundred citizens received emergency medical care, and there had been eight deaths.

Tocknicka was requested to return ten of the incarcerated at a time. When they were delivered to Naiad, they were charged and detained to await their court dates.

Unlike under Paul van Dysen, the dangerous citizens weren’t treated with deference. They paid for their assaults against other civilians.
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22: More Turmoil

JEGSTRAT

SETTLED KRACKUS WORLD

Naiad wasn’t the only world that experienced a violent protest.

Jegstrat was a Krackus world. It was one of the first planets to which Imperium citizens immigrated. As sentient biologicals were wont to do, the population expanded until it had consumed much of the natural resources that the planet had to offer.

However, the Jegstrat citizens didn’t feel the pinch. They were supported by the assembly’s largesse. Imperium had looked wide and far for opportunities to provide comfortable lifestyles for its citizens, and they’d settled on the idea of overtaking other races.

The conclaves’ arrival had upset the well-settled practice of robbing other races and distributing their resources to Krackus worlds.

Gaketork had tried to bring the executors’ attention to the difficulties facing Krackus worlds. He’d organized some of the world managers to present their circumstances to the executors, but not enough executors were convinced. Then again, perhaps, their fortunes or their apathy might have been responsible for their unwillingness to listen.

Jegstrat’s misfortune was that the planet held as great a population as did Imperium. It required as many freighters full of grain and produce as the home world to feed the citizenry.

However, Imperium dictates required that the home world receive sufficient food quantities before any of these products were distributed to other Krackus worlds.

Jegstrats who knew the world manager had their anticipation buoyed when he responded to Gaketork’s invitation. However, his return and report smothered their hopes.

There was an expectation among those governing Jegstrat that something would happen to relieve their problems. It had always been that way. This time, those individuals experienced a rude awakening.

The planet’s flash point was Imperial Grains, one of the most prestigious and largest grain processing companies. Its products were a vast variety of foods for fledglings and adults. As such, the company received a larger share of the dwindling grain shipments than other similar production houses.

But this was how the conclave’s strategy would impact a significant Krackus population. When the Liberation flotilla crossed the breadth of the empire to target far-flung territories, they eliminated many grain and produce shipments.

The effect wasn’t immediate. Rather, it was a slow strangulation of Krackus worlds and was meant to bring the executors to the bargaining tables.

On Jegstrat, when Imperial Grains officers constantly demanded their share of the freighters, even as supplies slowed, they effectively choked distribution to their competitors. As these other companies saw their production capability constricted, they were forced to curtail expenses, primarily by laying off employees.

Kahyerf, the owner of one of the smaller grain processing companies, sat late at night in his office. Staring at his monitor’s output, he morosely held his head in his hands. His latest share of grain shipments was one fifth of what he’d received an annual ago.

Already, Kahyerf had let three quarters of his staff go. Now he’d have to lay off a few more. His distributors were deserting him, and he couldn’t blame them. From him, they’d discovered that they could purchase some products but not others. So, why piecemeal their orders when they could get everything they wanted from a larger supplier?

While Kahyerf was lamenting his company’s condition, his supervisor, Gafdaj, walked into his office.

“That bad?” Gafdaj inquired.

“Worse,” Kahyerf replied. “The world manager’s offices have cut our share again.”

“You can bet that Imperial Grains isn’t suffering any shortages,” Gafdaj grumbled, taking the seat that Kahyerf offered. “How bad?”

“You’ll have to let three more employees go,” Kahyerf replied. “I’ll work evening shift so that you can get some rest.”

Gafdaj thought to object, but he was bone tired. For a while, he’d been handling three to four extra shifts per workweek.

“Too bad something doesn’t happen to Imperial Grains,” Gafdaj offered.

“Don’t talk like that,” Kahyerf quickly reprimanded.

That was Gafdaj’s one test of Kahyerf’s sentiments, which he’d promised the others that he’d do.

“Go home and get some sleep,” Kahyerf ordered. When Gafdaj left, he shook his head. He’d had that same thought many times, but he’d never shared it with anyone, not even his mate.

Gafdaj’s residence wasn’t far from the company. Tonight, he decided to walk. The others waiting for him were demanding action, and he had to make a tough decision.

The individuals meeting Gafdaj at the back of a warehouse were a varied lot, but they had two things in common. Each of them had been laid off by grain processing companies due to the lack of supply, and each was angry enough to want to do something about it.

As Gafdaj held the seniormost company position, the group had made him the de facto leader. The problem for him was that he wasn’t certain that he wanted to lead. In the warehouse, he surveyed the expectant faces, seeing young, old, male, and female.

“Well, what did Kahyerf have to say?” an older female demanded. She’d had thirty-two annuals of employment when she was abruptly dismissed.

“He’s not with us,” Gafdaj admitted, and he heard the disappointing squawks.

“Is your company still operating?” a male inquired.

“We’re dropping more employees, and Kahyerf is taking the night shift,” Gafdaj replied.

“You’ve got one of the better owners,” a young female said.

“I’d like to hear what this group hopes to accomplish,” Gafdaj requested.

The plotters weren’t short on suggestions. A few were mild protests aimed at the world manager’s offices. The rest wanted direct action. These latter ideas ranged from subtle interference in processes to major sabotage. Of note was that the direct actions targeted one company, Imperial Grains.

Gafdaj let the others talk, while he remained quiet. However, those voting for serious confrontation against Imperial Grains slowly convinced the rest to join them.

Soon, the entire group settled on taking the fight to Imperial Grains. The idea was that if a company of that size was out of business, then many other smaller companies would have most, if not all, of their supply returned.

“When you say take Imperial Grains out of business, what does that entail?” Gafdaj inquired.

“You’re sounding tentative,” an older male pointed out.

“I am until I know what I’m getting into with this group,” Gafdaj retorted. “If you have a problem with that, I can walk.”

“Apologies, Gafdaj,” the older male quickly replied. “We just haven’t heard you commit to our idea.”

“That’s because you have a concept not a plan,” Gafdaj pointed out.

“Gafdaj is right,” the thirty-two annual veteran said. “We need a plan and a good one. The alternative is to get caught and receive Imperium decrees.”

“First problem is that we don’t have anyone from Imperial Grains,” Gafdaj said. “We don’t know the building’s layout, its weak points, or the employee schedule.”

“I can get those,” a young male quickly replied. “My sibling works in administrative planning.”

“Can you get those without implicating your sibling?” Gafdaj asked.

The male deflated. “No, he’d have to do the work,” he replied.

“Does anyone know if Imperial Grains is hiring?” Gafdaj queried.

Dismissive squawks answered Gafdaj, and an older male said, “Their grain production department is stable with long-term workers.”

“I was asking about any opening,” Gafdaj corrected, which caught his audience off guard.

A youthful female grabbed her device, searched on the company, and reviewed their employment requests. “They are,” she said excitedly. Then she read off the openings.

“Anybody qualify for these jobs?” Gafdaj inquired.

“I do,” the youthful female replied enthusiastically. “I’ve —”

“No,” Gafdaj said sternly, cutting the female off. “The rest of you can go. We’ll meet again when we’ve some information to share.”

Gafdaj’s audience hesitated.

The thirty-two annual veteran was the first to realize what Gafdaj wanted. “Let’s go,” she encouraged. “These two have work to do.”

When the pair was alone, Gafdaj led the female to some low crates to sit. “You’ve a chance to be hired and gainfully employed without helping this group,” he noted.

“That’s true,” the female replied. “However, my patriarch got me my job, and he was fired a month before me. I’m as angry as the others about the inequitable distribution.”

“What’s your name?” Gafdaj queried.

“I’m called Felyup.”

“Does anyone in the group know your name or your background?” Gafdaj asked.

“During the first meeting, we were told not to share anything personal, and I haven’t,” Felyup replied.

“All right, Felyup, what position meets your qualifications?” Gafdaj inquired.

“I’m a trained manufacturing engineer, with two years on the job,” Felyup replied. “The position is for an engineer trainee in the processing department. I easily qualify.”

“Apply for it,” Gafdaj directed. “Now listen carefully to my rules. Memorize them and follow them.”

Felyup bobbed her head.

“Your life and those of our group depend on you being careful,” Gafdaj warned.

“I understand,” Felyup replied soberly.

“You’ll never record anything you see unless it directly relates to your job. Understand?” Gafdaj began. “You’re to memorize anything that you think might be useful to us. If you get the position, we’ll meet every evening here. Then you’ll draw what you have to share on the ground, which I’ll memorize.”

“I understand,” Felyup said. “We’re to be careful not to record anything or contact each other via our devices to ensure that there is no incriminating evidence.”

“Good,” Gafdaj responded, nodding his head in affirmation. “Go get the job, and be careful.”

Gafdaj watched the young female hurry to the warehouse doors and check for passersby. When it was clear, she slipped out. He felt guilty. Felyup was only a few annuals older than his eldest fledgling, and it caused him to rethink what he was doing. Unfortunately, he’d frequently had this argument, but nothing ever changed.

The grain allocations only worked if there was ample supply. No one was unclear about why things changed. The conclave had arrived, and Imperium refused to meet with the organization. The result was a slow rolling upheaval of what had been centuries of stability.

Gafdaj, like many Krackus, knew their usurpation of the other races was morally objectionable. The reality was that no one Gafdaj knew, including himself, had ever visited these suborned races. It was convenient that they were out of sight.

If anyone had asked why Gafdaj was contemplating this illegal act, he might have offered a complex argument about bringing the world manager’s attention to an unfair distribution method. He could say that he hoped that the action would force the manager to pressure the executors, and things would change.

However, the truth of the matter was that he was both angry and scared. Seeing individuals he’d worked with for many annuals losing their jobs made his beak grind. Also, he feared the loss of his own job and the inability to care for his family.

Sighing wearily, Gafdaj made his way home. At his apartment’s front door, he put on a contented expression before he met his mate and their two fledglings.

The next evening, Gafdaj kept the rendezvous at the warehouse. It was his third evening of waiting before Felyup showed.

“I’ve the position,” Felyup announced victoriously. “I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you earlier. They’re upgrading a line, and they wanted me to start immediately. The lead engineer has kept me late for additional orientation.”

“That’s good news,” Gafdaj responded quietly, leading the young engineer to a pair of crates to sit.

“I know what you mean,” Felyup replied. “Any other time, it would be great to secure a new position. To be blunt, I’m overqualified. Knowing I’d recently lost my job, they knew they had a good hiring opportunity.”

“You’ve had less than three cycles there. How are they acting toward you?” Gafdaj inquired.

Felyup gurgled. Then she said, “The engineers are trying to drown the newbie, which has me working long after their work cycle ends.”

“That’s in our favor,” Gafdaj pointed out.

“I wait until the engineers leave. Then I take short breaks to supposedly stretch my legs,” Felyup explained. “The section chiefs commiserate, knowing how hard I’m working. It gives me a great opportunity to ask them questions, as if I’m thirsty for knowledge.”

“Don’t overdo it, and ensure that you ask about mundane things,” Gafdaj warned.

Felyup’s beak dropped, and her crest rose.

“Unnecessary instructions?” Gafdaj queried.

“On an engineering subject, yes,” Felyup replied firmly, which made her point.

“Drawing time,” Gafdaj said. Then he led Felyup to a far corner of the warehouse. He’d spread sand over about two square meters of the floor and pushed some against the walls. It appeared as if something had been spilled and never cleaned up. “Your drawing board,” he announced with a sweep of his hand.

Felyup gurgled and knelt on her knees. She spent the next hour drawing key elements of the building that made the plant’s processes vulnerable.

When Felyup finished, she sat on her rear and said, “We’ve one major problem.”

“All of these structures are inside the buildings,” Gafdaj surmised.

“Yes. And the building has invested in layers of security, electronic and guards,” Felyup explained.

“Two or three shifts?” Gafdaj inquired.

“Two shifts,” Felyup responded. “Wouldn’t you know? They’ve enough processing power that they don’t need three shifts.”

“So, we’ve got a deserted period,” Gafdaj mused.

“According to one of the chiefs, the company employs roving bots during the downtime,” Felyup added. “The chief told me that he had to return to work late one night, and a bot held him.”

“Why?” Gafdaj queried.

“The chief forgot to display his e-badge,” Felyup explained. “Trouble was that the bot gripped his wrists, which meant he couldn’t get a hand free to expose his e-badge.”

Gafdaj wanted to gurgle at the chief’s comic situation. Instead, he was imagining himself pinned by a bot, while security was called to arrest him.

Two cycles later, Gafdaj used the dead drop location to signal a meeting the next evening. When everyone arrived, he led them to the makeshift drawing board.

Felyup repeated her drawings for the team. As she’d been instructed by Gafdaj, she kept her presentation dry and technical. There was no mention of names, titles, or details about the cycles.

When Felyup smoothed the sand to remove her last drawing, Gafdaj regarded his compatriots. “Whatever we do, it must be done during third shift, which Imperial Grains doesn’t run. The problem is the additional security, which adds bots to the security agents.”

“No problem,” a middle-aged male promptly said. Following the communication rules, he added, “I’ve the experience we need.”

“To do what?” the thirty-two annual veteran inquired.

“To get around security,” the male replied.

“Without revealing your experience, tell us how you would do that,” Gafdaj requested.

“There are protocols that security officers and bots must follow under various conditions,” the male explained. “We create those conditions and arrive appearing as the individuals responsible for handling them.”

“What situation would you suggest?” Felyup inquired.

“Smoke,” the male replied. “It can easily be generated from multiple sources.”

“Security would contact the nearby fire suppression unit,” the veteran pointed out.

“Unless we suddenly appeared and offered a suitable explanation as to why we were in the area,” the male offered.

“Appeared as a fire suppression team?” Felyup queried dubiously.

“I’ve access to worn suits headed for recycling,” the male replies. “They’re no longer effective in firefighting, but they’ll appear fine for our needs.”

“Let’s say, for the sake of argument, that we could obtain access to the building’s interior to check for the source of smoke,” Gafdaj said. “First, we’d have to get rid of security.”

“Order them to stay outside. They have to obey,” the male said.

The team regarded the male. The comments he made generated questions in their minds as to how he knew this information.”

“Okay. We’re that far, and we’re by ourselves,” Gafdaj enumerated. “What do we do inside the building to effect a slowdown?”

“A slowdown or a shutdown?” the veteran inquired with an edge to her voice.

Others echoed their disappointment with Gafdaj’s wording.

“Here’s the problem with a slowdown,” the veteran said. “Whatever we do, Imperial Grains has the resources and the lines to ensure that it doesn’t lose more than a cycle or two of production. Its supply warehouses are full.”

“We could go after a warehouse or two,” a young female enthusiastically volunteered.

“No,” the male, who knew about security, said. “The warehouses operate around the chronometer. There will be multiple transports loading and unloading at any time of the cycle.”

“Let’s stick with targeting the processing plant,” Gafdaj said. “We’re inside, with no security around us, and we’re trying to create a shutdown.” Then he focused on Felyup.

“The lines are robust, and the vats are kept in a special room. Only approved techs enter it with the correct codes,” Felyup mused. “Those aren’t the way to go. My thought is to go after the electric supply.”

“The transformers are outside the building,” the veteran pointed out.

“Too dangerous to do that inside the containment area,” the security advisor said. “It would take a powerful explosive.” He gazed at the others expectantly.

“Personally, I don’t want to play with something dangerous that I know nothing about,” Gafdaj opined.

“The electrical distribution panels are good targets,” Felyup pointed out. “If we can get to them, shorting them would create meltdowns. That would take out the panels and the lines’ power. Maybe even some of the control circuits.”

“For how long?” the veteran asked.

“With Imperial Grains resources, repairs could be done in three cycles,” Felyup replied. Then she held up a hand before the veteran could make her opinion known about that brief amount of time. “But those distribution panels are expensive and require ordering.” Then she gurgled conspiratorially.

“How long?” the veteran prodded.

“Normally, twelve to fourteen days to fabricate them,” Felyup replied. “I imagine Imperial Grains would pay a premium to get delivery in nine to ten days. Of course, they couldn’t complete repairs until they were installed and tested.”

“So, a minimum of thirteen to fourteen days, if we did a good job on the panels?” Gafdaj queried, as he stared at Felyup.

“Maybe more but at least that,” Felyup replied.

Gafdaj regarded his team of saboteurs, as he’d come to think of them. “Does that constitute enough time to qualify as a shutdown for the rest of you?” he asked.

Every individual nodded or spoke immediately in the affirmative. The last to reply was the veteran. After a few moments to consider, she grudgingly approved.

“How many to accomplish what we’re describing?” Gafdaj queried. His focus was on the team’s security advisor and Felyup.

“Inside, probably six,” Felyup replied.

“A fire suppression team starts with four individuals and goes up to eight,” the advisor added.

“We should make it six,” Gafdaj said with finality. “I’ll need these two,” he added, pointing at Felyup and the security advisor. “That means I need three volunteers. Decide who goes with us among yourselves. When you’re done, I want everyone else to leave and forget you ever saw us. We’ll wait for the volunteers near the front doors.”

Felyup and the advisor followed Gafdaj away from the group.

When Gafdaj stopped near the low crates, which Felyup and he often sat on, he said, pointing at the security advisor, “We’ll need your name.”

“Dasskirt,” the male replied.

“We’ll be using a comm channel conference for the three of us, and we’ll use names,” Gafdaj explained. “This is Felyup, by the way. A volunteer will be with each of us. No names and no comms for them. They stay by our sides at all times.”

“How long after entry to disable the panels?” Gafdaj inquired.

Felyup mentally calculated moving through the huge plant, accessing the secured electrical distribution room, opening the panels, and shorting out the circuits. When she provided an answer, Dasskirt shook his head. “Too long,” he said.

“What’s the problem?’ Gafdaj asked.

“We’re imitating a fire suppression team,” Dasskirt explained. “The real team will arrive before we’re finished.”

Both Gafdaj and Dasskirt regarded Felyup. “I’m going to have to think on this,” she said. “I’m not a practiced saboteur.”

Gafdaj’s thought was that it was good to hear someone else accurately label their intentions.

The team filed past Gafdaj, leaving the three volunteers in their wake. He assigned the veteran to Felyup, took the youngest volunteer for himself, and gave the only male to Dasskirt. Then he reiterated the rules about the comms and pairings.

“So, what’s the plan?” the veteran asked eagerly.

“We’ve got a timing problem,” Gafdaj remarked, pointing at engineering and security.

“I need a cycle to work on it,” Felyup responded. “We meet tomorrow evening, and I’ll have it worked out.”

Everyone regarded Gafdaj, and he said, “Tomorrow then.”

At work the next cycle, Felyup sought opportunities to get a look inside the electrical room, but nothing turned her way. As the work cycle ended, she felt frustrated. She was closing down her monitor with the plans for the upgraded line on display when she spotted something. The massive cables that supplied power to the line’s bed had been laid.

As she left for the evening, she paused to adjust her boot. Surreptitiously, she dropped a fine wire across the terminals’ ends. It disappeared in a puff of smoke. The lines were hot.

Quickly, Felyup glanced around to ensure no one had seen her action or the smoke. Noting she was unobserved, she headed for the exit.

At the warehouse rendezvous, Felyup announced, “I’ve our answer, and it’ll make our job simpler.”

“Tell us,” the veteran directed. She glanced quickly at Gafdaj and shrugged her shoulders in apology.

“We don’t have to get into the electrical distribution room and open panels,” Felyup replied.

“That’s a time-saver,” Dasskirt remarked.

“The power supply cables to the new line are already in place, and they’re hot,” Felyup finished in triumph. She failed to see why the others didn’t celebrate with her.

“We aren’t engineers,” the male volunteer said. “You’ll have to explain what this means.”

“The lines are hot, and the terminals are exposed on the bed. By the way, they’ll soon be covered by engineering,” Felyup explained. “You drop a metal bar across a pair of terminals, and you’ll short out the distribution panel.”

“Can we control that?” Dasskirt inquired.

“No,” Felyup replied. “If we use a heavy bar to short the terminals, I expect we’ll start a fire in the electrical room. By the way, do fire suppression teams use insulated gloves?”

“They do,” Dasskirt replied.

“Nevertheless, we’ll want to use nonmetallic tongs to place the bars. The sparks are going to fly,” Felyup warned.

“It doesn’t sound like we need all six of us,” Gafdaj mused. “Felyup has to be inside, and it’s my duty to be with her. The pair of us could short the terminals. I suggest that our security advisor and one volunteer stay outside to keep the officers out.”

“I’m good with that,” Dasskirt quickly responded. “I can act as the team leader and tell security that I’ve sent you inside to ensure the smoke isn’t coming from within the plant.”

“I need to go inside with you,” the veteran said adamantly.

“Why?” Gafdaj inquired cautiously.

“Thirty-two annuals of work tossed out like it was nothing,” the veteran replied. “Our engineer can tell me where and how to drop a bar, but I have to set one of them.”

Warning bells went off in Gafdaj’s head. From the expression on the faces of Felyup and Dasskirt, theirs had rung too.

The thought occurred to Gafdaj that if he refused the veteran, she might do something foolish. Although, he wasn’t exactly sure what that might be.

“It might be better to short more than one panel,” Felyup offered. “Along the line, there are four pairs of power terminals.”

“Okay, three of us go inside,” Gafdaj said. “Advisor, do you still need someone with you outside?”

“No,” Dasskirt replied.

Gafdaj regarded the other two volunteers. Then he said, “You’re free to go, and you were never here.”

The pair of volunteers quickly left.

Gafdaj wondered who else thought of leaving too.

“When do we do this?” the veteran asked.

“From my end, it should be soon,” Felyup replied.

“I’ll pick up the fire suppression suits tomorrow,” Dasskirt said. “But I won’t have time to gather something to generate a great deal of smoke.”

“Our engineer and I will take care of that,” Gafdaj said. “We meet here tomorrow evening, and we put the final touches on our plan. Then we go.”

“The sooner the better,” Dasskirt responded. “Less chance of our plan and our involvement leaking.”

“Are the faceplates of the fire team opaque?” Felyup asked.

“You can toggle them from clear to opaque,” Dasskirt replied. “I’ll show you how to set them before we encounter plant security. You’ll have bright helmet lights, which will provide plenty of illumination and allow you to see out the opaque-set faceplates.”

“What about transport?” the veteran asked.

“I’ve got that,” Dasskirt replied. “We’ll have the vehicle that transfers the suits to the recycling center.”

“It’ll be recognized,” Gafdaj pointed out.

“Not by the time I finish with it,” Dasskirt replied, gurgling. “Neither visually nor electronically.” The other three participants stared at him dubiously.

In a sober voice, Dasskirt added, “This isn’t my first time disguising the use of the transport.”

“With that, we’re set,” Gafdaj said. “Be careful to offer simple, intelligent excuses to your partners about why you’ll be out late. Then ensure that your alibi will hold up.”

“I live alone,” Felyup said.

“Me too,” Dasskirt said.

“I’m covered,” the veteran replied.

When Gafdaj didn’t offer anything about his living circumstances, he said, “I’m still working on my situation.”

“That makes it doubly important that you’re not the one identified or caught,” the veteran remarked.

“As far as I’m concerned, none of us should be identified or caught,” Gafdaj replied. “Tomorrow,” he added, pointing at the veteran and Dasskirt, who departed.

“We’ll need to be careful about our unknown female,” Felyup said, after the warehouse door closed. “I think she’s got vengeance on her mind.”

“We’re of the same mind,” Gafdaj said. “We’ve got to keep our orbs on her. About the smoke, you’re an engineer. What do I need and how much to make a thick dark smoke that will emanate from about six large cans for enough time for us to arrive and short the power lines?”

“You get the cans,” Felyup replied. “Make them about this big.” Then she used her hands to indicate the size. “I’ll get the ingredients.”

“Can you do that without purchasing them?” Gafdaj asked.

“No, but I can get them from several places,” Felyup replied. “I’ll have to get the material early before I go to work and store them here.”

“Place a few crates in our corner, and put the ingredients there,” Gafdaj instructed.

“Are we ready?” Felyup queried.

“Can’t say for sure, but we’re going anyway,” Gafdaj replied.

Felyup regarded him for a moment. Then she nodded and made her exit.
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23: Sabotage

Gafdaj and Felyup rose early the next morning to collect what they needed for the attack on Imperial Grains. They managed to run into each other at the warehouse. Together they moved crates to create a blind in the far corner behind which they hid their supplies for the smudge pots.

Dasskirt worked part-time for a few companies to make the credits necessary to pay bills. Thus, he had more freedom to accomplish his tasks. Although, he had much more to do than anyone else.

Working late into the night, Dasskirt created a disguise for his transport. He fabricated the design as an appliqué. It would be laid over the vehicle he used to pick up the fire suits for recycling. Fortunately, he’d received a request to transfer eleven units for recycling. That number would ensure that there would be sufficient quantity to mix and match the elements to form four seemingly whole suits.

Dasskirt’s companions would be shocked to find out that he’d never been fired from a grain processing company. In fact, he’d never worked for one. He was a rare individual in Krackus society. He was an independent agent, and he was following in the footsteps of his older sibling, who’d learned the business from their patriarch.

Besides the techniques, the greatest thing that the patriarch shared with his fledglings was his many contacts.

The task of an independent agent was to orchestrate an event that benefited powerful individuals. If the opportunity presented itself, the agent approached the beneficiaries and offered his services to ensure that the operation was successful.

Dasskirt had found two disparate Krackus groups who wished to see the saboteurs succeed. Several individuals believed the executors would be the reason for the empire’s downfall, and they wanted their beaks smeared by Jegstrat’s horrific turmoil. The other group comprised business owners who loathed the inequities of the forced distribution methods, which had been instituted by the Imperium assemblies over time.

After approaching a series of contacts, Dasskirt was surprised by the number of credit payments he’d amassed. He hadn’t comprehended the amount of animosity held by Jegstrats against Imperium.

Having accepted the credits, Dasskirt had to consider every eventuality that the foursome might face. Failure to succeed would result in forfeiture of the credits and an inability to approach those contacts again.

When the appliqué was ready, Dasskirt checked his device. He had time to get something to eat and rest. Then it would be time to pick up the suits. He opened the doors of the old building that his patriarch had used. Then he drove the transport out and closed the doors.

Every time Dasskirt performed those simple steps, he recalled the last time he’d helped his older sibling drive the transport out of the building. The operation had failed, and three individuals had been killed in a tremendous explosion. His sibling was one of them.

The explosion had been deemed an accident, as two of the perpetrators were on the third-duty shift. It was presumed that Dasskirt’s sibling had been a bystander who ran into the burning building to save individuals, and he’d perished for his decision. Media had billed him as a hero for his courage, which had turned investigations away from Dasskirt.

Loading the suits, Dasskirt was disappointed to see the first four were severely damaged. The next two weren’t in any better shape. Thankfully, the last five would pass muster.

After Dasskirt dropped off six suits at the recycle center, he returned to the old building and dressed the transport in the prepared appliqué. With his preparations done, he returned to his apartment to eat a meal and think.

Every aspect of the operation was reviewed. It was simple enough, and he believed it had every chance of success.

Then Dasskirt reviewed the individuals who would be his accomplices. He felt assured about Gafdaj’s competence. Research showed that the Krackus had a family and a job, which were oddities to him. Everything about Gafdaj presupposed that he wouldn’t want to endanger family or job. In the end, he decided Gafdaj had made a moral judgment about the inequities of Krackus life on Jegstrat and sought to rebalance the scales.

Felyup was an easy one for Dasskirt. At heart, she was an idealist and was running afoul of reality.

The female veteran worried Dasskirt, much as she did Gafdaj and Felyup. Although, he didn’t know that. Looking into the veteran’s background, he discovered her motivation. A fledgling had been aboard a peacekeeper destroyed in an encounter with conclave ships, and her mate had been killed in an accident at an orbital construction station. He surmised that she was alone and angry. As such, she wanted some revenge against the powers that be. However, he believed that she deserved watching, coming to the same conclusion as that of Felyup and Gafdaj.

At the appointed hour, Dasskirt drove his disguised transport out of the old building and closed the heavy doors. Then he headed for the warehouse. He took a long route to arrive at the warehouse’s rear. Then he tapped on the rear exit door and waited. When no one came to open it, he thought they were worried about who had knocked. He tapped again, placed his beak close to the door, and said, “The transport is here.”

“I didn’t call for a transport,” a female voice said.

Dasskirt recognized the voice of the veteran. “Then you don’t want your suit for tonight?” he queried.

With that response, the veteran unlocked the door. “You didn’t tell us you’d be coming to the back of the building.”

“That and probably other little bits of information haven’t been exchanged,” Dasskirt said dismissively on entering the warehouse. “However, you should have suspected that parking a transport in front of a deserted building might have drawn orbs that we didn’t want.”

Inside, Dasskirt glanced around, “The others aren’t here yet?” he inquired.

“No, they’re running late,” the veteran replied.

Dasskirt walked to the corner where plans had been drawn in the sand, and he noticed the stacking of small crates. Looking behind them, he saw the pails and ingredients for the smudge pots. “The other two have been busy,” he remarked, which made the veteran peer over the crates too.

“Should we load that stuff?” the veteran asked.

“Don’t know,” Dasskirt replied. Actually, he did know. However, he didn’t want to expose that he had the skills to fabricate many types of material capable of burning or exploding.

A little later, Felyup slipped through the front door. She hurried to the building’s rear and found two other accomplices. “Sorry, I’m late. Had to work on the line,” she explained. “Give me a hand with these crates.”

The trio cleared the corner, and Felyup laid out the pails.

“How can we help?” Dasskirt queried.

Felyup handed Dasskirt a bag and a measuring beaker. Then she instructed him on how much she wanted in each pail. As Dasskirt followed her instructions, she opened another bag and started doing the same thing.

Several ingredients later, Felyup was finished.

The veteran examined a pail. “It looks like dirt,” she commented. “Are you sure this will do what we want?”

“In its present state it will shoot sparks about two or three meters into the air, burning out fairly quickly,” Felyup commented. Then she opened up a small case she’d carried into the building. Inside were bottles of liquid. “However, after you add the contents of one of these to a pail, you’d better clear the area. The heavy smoke will be enough to choke you.”

The veteran briefly stared at Felyup. Then she turned her attention to Dasskirt. “Do the suits have full oxygen tanks?”

“I made sure they’re charged,” Dasskirt replied. “Can we load the pails?”

“Certainly,” Felyup replied.

“Good. Let’s do that. Then we can carry the suits in here and get dressed,” Dasskirt replied.

The trio finished their work, and Gafdaj still hadn’t showed.

When the veteran wore one of the passable fire suppression suits with her face shield up, she spread her arms in frustration. “How long do we wait for Gafdaj?”

“We’ve time yet,” Dasskirt counseled.

“Do we even need him?” the veteran asked.

“A fire team is a minimum of four,” Felyup reminded the veteran, which seemed to disappoint her.

Then the trio heard the warehouse’s old door slide aside, and they froze. When Gafdaj appeared, they breathed sighs of relief.

“Sorry, I’m late,” Gafdaj said, breathing heavily. “My owner asked me to cover the late shift for him until he arrived. I couldn’t say no.” Then he saw the empty corner. “Do I have anything to do other than get dressed?”

“No,” Dasskirt and Felyup said simultaneously.

Hurriedly, Gafdaj stepped into the suit’s lower section, and Felyup helped him to don the other half.

“Ready?” Dasskirt queried.

“Let’s go,” Gafdaj confirmed.

The foursome stepped out the back of the warehouse, and Gafdaj stopped to observe the transport’s camouflage.

“What is it supposed to be?” the veteran asked, pointing at the vehicle.

“Clever,” Felyup commented.

“It’s painted as an abandoned transport that fledglings have marked up,” Gafdaj explained. “No one will associate it with a fire suppression team.”

“That’s right,” Dasskirt said, as he climbed into the control seat. When the others boarded, he drove sedately toward Imperium Grains.

Along the way, Felyup explained where the shipping-receiving dock was located. She pointed out that the security officers and the bots would be at that location.

Of course, Dasskirt had known what Felyup was telling them. He’d scouted the plant during various times of the cycle, wearing two different disguises. He’d even planned where to drop off the smudge pots. Fortunately, Felyup’s information and thoughts about where to position the pails were the same as his, which enabled him to remain silent.

“Be ready,” Dasskirt said, as he drove slowly along one side of the plant, which was a continuous wall.

“Four pails here,” Felyup directed.

“Now,” Dasskirt called, as he brought the transport to a halt.

The side of the transport vehicle slid open, and Gafdaj and the veteran jumped out with a pail in each hand. They ran to the side of the three-story plant and placed the pails against the wall.

Felyup had her small case. She opened a bottle and poured a small amount into the dry mixture. Then she pushed the bottle at a steep angle into the combined ingredients. The bottle’s mouth was only millimeters above what the veteran had said looked like dirt. Felyup repeated her work at the other three pails. Then she ran for the transport.

Belatedly, Gafdaj and the veteran took off after her.

In the transport, the door slid shut as Dasskirt drove away.

“Nothing’s happening to the pails,” the veteran accused.

“Exothermic reactions are slowly brewing,” Dasskirt called from the control seat. “That’ll give us time to set the other pails and park the vehicle.”

“Why didn’t you tell us?” the veteran queried angrily.

“Why don’t you trust me that I know what I’m doing?” Felyup retorted.

“Relax, everyone,” Gafdaj said. “We’re supposed to be the cool and calm fire suppression team. Let’s start acting like one.”

The other pails were set, and Felyup poured a little more solution into these pails before she buried the bottles.

After Dasskirt parked the vehicle off the roadway, the foursome closed their faceplates and walked quickly toward the plant. They carried various tools and comm equipment that had been collected.

As they reached the building’s entry gates to the shipping-receiving area, Dasskirt called out, “Fire team requests entry!”

Security officers were taken aback by the demand.

The senior officer signaled the bots to stand down, while he and two officers walked toward the gates. “What’s this about?” he demanded.

“We’ve received reports that passersby could smell smoke,” Dasskirt responded.

“We haven’t smelled any,” an officer interjected.

“Are you refusing us entry?” Gafdaj asked.

“We don’t see any reason for you to investigate,” the officer replied. He had his doubts about the legitimacy of this team.

“Let the place burn, if that’s what they want,” the veteran remarked. “I was supposed to be off duty a while ago.”

“We’ll need your names for the report,” Dasskirt said, pulling out his device and holding it toward the officers.

“One moment,” the senior officer said, as he listened to his comm unit. “Where?” he inquired. Then he queried, “Along both sides? Are you sure?” After a short pause to listen, he ordered his officers to open the gates.

“Problems?” Dasskirt inquired sarcastically, as he pushed past the officers. Then he started giving orders.

The security officers were reluctant to leave their posts, but the senior officer knew the regulations. Over the comm, he ordered, “The fire suppression commander is in charge. Do as he says.”

Immediately, the officers deserted their positions and hurried toward the gates.

“We need access to the building to check for interior problems,” Dasskirt said, and the senior officer ran to trigger a door’s panel.

Meanwhile, Dasskirt pretended to call for reinforcements, which relieved the senior officer, believing more help was on the way.

At the door, Dasskirt addressed his team. Using fake names, he directed them to make a quick sweep of the building to check for hot spots. “Make it quick,” he added, and they raced inside.

To the senior officer, Dasskirt said, “Back to the gate. Take the bots with you. I don’t want to be written up for endangering a civilian or company property.”

The senior officer nodded and hurried to do what he was told. The notification of smoke, which was now pouring as a thick pall around both sides of the building had panicked him to the point that he’d failed to follow protocol and notify his company’s command center.

Inside the building, helmet lights were turned on, and Felyup ran toward a place in the line where she’d stored various pieces of heavy metal bars.

The first pair of power terminals was nearby, and the veteran extended her hand to Felyup. “I’ll do this one,” she said.

“You’ll follow our engineer’s orders,” Gafdaj warned, which earned him the veteran’s glare.

“We start from the far end,” Felyup explained. “It’s safer that way.” Then she handed heavy bars to both Gafdaj and the veteran. “This way,” she said, waving a hand. As she walked the line, she pulled out nonconductive tongs.

At the farthest pair of power lines, Felyup directed Gafdaj to set a bar on the floor. When he did, she tried to pick it up with tongs, but she didn’t have the strength.

The veteran delivered an ugly gurgle. “So much for a well-laid plan,” she remarked darkly.

Gafdaj tapped Felyup’s arm, and she surrendered the tongs. He handed off his other bar to her. Then with effort, he managed to grasp the bar on the floor in its middle.

“Don’t force it into position,” Felyup directed. “Get it close and drop it on the terminals. The electrical flow will melt the bar and the terminals.”

Gafdaj did as he was told. Then the veteran and Gafdaj jumped back as it seemed he’d created an explosion. Sparks shot in all directions, including spraying their suits. As quickly as it started, it was over, and a bar about half its original length clattered to the floor.

When Gafdaj looked for Felyup, she was already standing at the next pair of terminals and waving hurriedly to him.

At the second pair, Gafdaj exchanged tongs for bars with the veteran.

Then the older female took pleasure in dropping her bar into place. As sparks flew, she squawked joyously. By the time she noticed she was standing alone, Gafdaj held a third bar by both ends, and he tossed it into position. His aim was excellent, and two more terminals were connected without electrical resistance.

Gafdaj and Felyup had reached the fourth terminals when they heard Dasskirt over the comm.

“Time to go,” Dasskirt said. “The smoke is so thick I can’t see the gates, and a real fire suppression team will be arriving soon.”

Felyup dropped her last bar and ran for the exit.

Gafdaj turned to spot the veteran, who was striding his way. He waved for her to hurry. Then he sprinted after Felyup. At the door, he checked for the veteran again. He was in time to watch her set the fourth bar in place on the terminals. Unfortunately, she mistimed her release, and she was connected to the enormous current that was allowed to flow freely.

The veteran might have been counting on the fire-retardant gloves to protect her, but the intense heat quickly burned through the gloves. Then her body became a second pathway for the current.

As Gafdaj exited the building, he bumped into his companions. Dasskirt was right. The smoke was so thick as to make a visual barrier. If they hadn’t waited for him, he might not have found the gates.

“Stay tight behind me,” Dasskirt ordered. When he felt Felyup grip his belt, he started walking as straight as he could.

Felyup knew when Gafdaj gripped her waist. When he pressed close, pushing her against Dasskirt, it wasn’t something she minded. Her suit lights failed to penetrate the gloom, and she gurgled nervously.

“Breathe,” Gafdaj ordered, as he turned on her oxygen bottle. In her haste, she’d failed to start the flow.

The males could hear Felyup sucking hard on the oxygen flow.

Slowly, the darkness faded, and Dasskirt spotted the security officers standing a good distance from them. Before he could ask about the arrival of support teams, an explosion rocked the building.

As the plant was huge, the blast exited the building’s side. Not much later, a second explosion detonated near the first.

“Fall back,” Dasskirt ordered, and the officers swiftly obeyed, turning away, and running.

Then Dasskirt made a right turn. He pretended to point at various parts of the damaged structure, as he led his companions away. When the coast was clear, he jogged toward the transport. Climbing into the transport’s side door, he ordered, “Get your suits off.”

That’s when Dasskirt noticed that they were a trio and not a foursome. “What happened?” he asked.

“Our veteran insisted on placing the final bar on the terminals,” Gafdaj replied. “Felyup had dropped the bar when she heard your directive to exit. Apparently, our veteran wasn’t satisfied with arcing three pairs of terminals. She made a mistake placing the fourth bar.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” Dasskirt commented, as he climbed out of his suit. “It could be that she didn’t care if she survived the action or not.”

“Possibly,” Gafdaj replied.

“Why the explosion?” Dasskirt queried.

“Shorting the power cables probably created fires in the electrical distribution room. It’s possible there were flammable supplies in there. I was never able to visit that area,” Felyup explained.

“What happens to these suits now?” Gafdaj inquired.

“Like any worn suits,” Dasskirt replied. “Tomorrow, they’ll be dropped off at the recycling center.”

“Dasskirt, if that’s your real name, just who are you?” Gafdaj asked.

Dasskirt briefly regarded Gafdaj. Then he climbed into the control seat, eased the vehicle onto the roadway, and drove toward the warehouse, where he dropped his passengers.

Without another word, Gafdaj and Felyup exited the vehicle at the warehouse’s rear. They entered the abandoned building, as they heard the transport drive away.

“Why did you ask that strange question of Dasskirt?” Felyup queried, as they walked toward the front door.

“I’ve heard of a kind of Krackus who performs actions for companies and the wealthy,” Gafdaj replied. “Our companion knew how to completely disguise a vehicle. He knew how to speak and act like a fire suppression commander. More important, he guided us as if he’d done these types of operations many times before. There are many more fine points that I could enumerate. Suffice it to say, I believe he never worked in a grain processing plant.”

At the front door, Felyup briefly hugged Gafdaj. “I don’t know if what we did this evening was right, and I feel guilty about getting the veteran killed.”

“I think we can take Dasskirt’s thoughts on that,” Gafdaj replied.

“What do you mean?” Felyup queried.

“If I’m right about Dasskirt, he knows everything about us,” Gafdaj explained. Before Felyup could react, he added, “Dasskirt’s profession succeeds by anonymity. He doesn’t want to get caught, and he certainly doesn’t want us to get caught either.”

Felyup accepted that reasoning. Then she inquired, “What do I do about tomorrow?”

“You act as if you weren’t at the plant tonight and behave in that manner,” Gafdaj counseled.

“I’d have been in my nest by now,” Felyup mused. “I’d get up early and listen to media reports while I got ready. Then I’d probably hear about the explosions, and I’d hurry to the plant.”

Gafdaj nodded. “Then what?” he asked.

Felyup considered Gafdaj’s advice. “I’d ask how I could help,” she offered.

“Good,” Gafdaj commented. “And what else?”

“My job,” Felyup suddenly supplied. “I just got started, and I’d be worried about being laid off. But what if I’m put to work repairing the damage?”

Gafdaj quietly watched Felyup reason her way through the dilemma. Finally, the young engineer sighed. “If they keep me, I should be happy about my job and sorry for the destruction. Then I should do my best to restore the plant.”

“That’s right,” Gafdaj pronounced. “You and I will never meet here again. In seven cycles from tonight, we can meet at the usual time at this new location.” Then he knelt and sketched a small map in the dust. “Got it?” he inquired.

“Yes,” Felyup affirmed.

Then Gafdaj rubbed his foot across the dusty floor to erase the map.

Later that evening, the media began reporting the tragedy at Imperial Grains. The story took several turns over the next few cycles.

A fire had started and ignited the plant’s flammable supplies, and it burned until early starlight, destroying nearly a third of the plant.

During the fire investigation, a body was discovered inside, and it appeared to be a fire suppression team member. That sent the public into a deep lament.

However, fire suppression command insisted that they had accounted for every individual.

Then an interview with the senior security officer at the plant revealed the fire team who’d appeared just as smoke crept around the building.

By then, the investigators discovered the multiple smudge pots, which were no more than small slag heaps.

Now the media reports started using terms like assault and sabotage. This brought the world manager’s security forces to bear, and they started searching for the culprits, who were presumed to be the three false fire team members.

Seven cycles after the fire, Gafdaj entered a small diner. Most of the tables were occupied, but he managed to find a position where he could watch the door. Not long after he ordered, he saw Felyup walk into the diner. He appreciated that she didn’t stand and examine the diners. Instead, she walked to the bar, sat down, and ordered a drink.

Gafdaj finished his meal. Then he left, walked across the street, and ducked into the shadows to wait for Felyup to leave. As she left the establishment, she walked away on the far side of the street. No one followed her. He eased out of the shadows and kept pace with her, staying on the opposite side of the street.

When Gafdaj saw Felyup enter a courtyard, he crossed the street, whistled briefly, and ducked behind a wall.

Felyup turned, but she couldn’t see who had whistled. Then she heard the sound again, and it occurred to her that Gafdaj was being extremely careful. She turned around and made to return to the street. When she heard Gafdaj whisper, “Over here,” she turned in his direction.

“Is someone following you?” Felyup whispered to Gafdaj.

“No, I didn’t know if you’d been caught,” Gafdaj replied.

Felyup gurgled softly. “I don’t think either of us is capable of enrolling in Dasskirt’s profession.”

“That’s true,” Gafdaj admitted. “How are you? Are you working?”

“I’m helping with cleanup and inventorying the material needed for repair,” Felyup replied. “I’ve been told that after that I’ll be laid off.”

“How long will the work take?” Gafdaj asked.

“Twelve or thirteen cycles,” Felyup estimated. “What about your work?”

“Redistribution of grain shipments has already begun by order of the world manager’s offices,” Gafdaj replied. “We’ve recalled our staff, but some have taken other jobs. Can’t blame them for not coming back. How long do you think it’ll be before Imperial Grains is back in production?”

Felyup shook her head slowly. “We did a lot of damage. More than I would have thought possible,” she replied. “The inventory list is accumulating from line engineers, electricians, building support, and many more. All the grain brewing tanks have to be emptied and cleaned.”

“So, not tomorrow,” Gafdaj interjected.

Felyup stared at Gafdaj, her orbs wide. Then she understood why he’d interrupted her. She was dwelling on the damage they’d caused, and he needed information about that, which would affect his company and the employees. “I would estimate about a half annual,” she said. “Even to do that, Imperial Grains would have to spend a great deal of credits to push suppliers.”

“Half an annual is better than nothing,” Gafdaj remarked. “Maybe something will break in our favor by then. Keep your eye on the grain employment listings. In two cycles, you’ll see a listing for a junior engineer. Apply for it.”

“It’s from your company, isn’t it?” Felyup queried. When she saw Gafdaj nod, she asked, “Do you think that’s safe?”

“If you think you can’t handle it, don’t apply,” Gafdaj said. “You won’t be treated any differently than any other employee.”

Felyup gurgled, hugged Gafdaj, and hurried away. He waited and listened for movement around him. Finally, he left for the long walk home. His anxiety had slowly ratcheted down, but he came to understand that he would never be the same individual he was before the sabotage. He had to content himself with the thought that thousands of unemployed males and females had returned to work, while the giant automated lines of Imperial Grains were shut down.

Word of the deliberate attempt to cripple a premier supplier for the Jegstrat population incensed the executors, who demanded action and arrests. The updates from the world manager’s offices didn’t satisfy them. Other than the burned body, the other culprits had disappeared without a trace.

One executor made the audacious statement that the conclave was behind it. Other executors and the public laughed at him. No one could conceive of how the conclave might have done that.

Gaketork issued a statement that condemned the sabotage, but he also listed the reasons that the operation might have taken place. Imperium media tried to get Gaketork to soften his accusations, but, as the presiding executor, he overrode their objections.

For the first time in memory, Imperium citizens heard an executor criticize Krackus processes. Many of the facts that Gaketork supplied were unknown to them, and conversations began among families, friends, and associates that the assembly had worked for centuries to prevent.

Recognizing that a direct appeal to the public had generated interest, Gaketork issued statements every ten cycles on the state of Imperium and other Krackus worlds. The public was informed of the AIs who had originated from their previous governor, who had been rescued by the conclave.

The list of things that Gaketork exposed became lengthy, and the more he spoke out, the more other executors plotted against him.

Gaketork’s senior admin, Dojjdret, warned him that he should pull back from his publications.

“The mood among many executors is ugly,” Dojjdret cautioned. “Already, they might have been pushed too far.”

“Let them plot my death,” Gaketork remarked. “They’re intent on destroying the empire anyway.”

Dojjdret was left in consternation. He knew the remarks reported to him by other senior admins were threatening. His fear was for Gaketork, whom he’d enjoyed serving. Also, he saw Gaketork as the assembly’s best hope. Losing him would be a tragedy for Imperium.
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24: Truth Be Known

UGURTER OF THE UTILIMATS

SUPREME FORCES COMMANDER

After Julien’s visit to the Utilimat home world, Supreme Forces Commander Ugurter had consulted with the council. At the time, Supreme Councilor Ojoojaf was absent from the conference.

Julien had told Ugurter of the Utilimats’ dismal handling of the Monkfred settlements on other worlds and the losses of many within the herds. He’d also derided the arrest of the two captains who had fled to the home world with warnings of new alien warships that entered space near the Monkfred worlds.

When a councilor asked Ugurter what he intended to do, he’d responded, “It’s something I should have done in the first place. I’m sailing a warship to the Monkfred worlds with the two captains I arrested. I need to see conditions for myself.”

The first planet Ugurter visited was the Monkfred settled world nearest their home world. His warship exited the dark, and the captain quickly decelerated to protect his august passenger.

Ugurter was on the warship’s bridge with the two captains he’d arrested. For their dignity, he’d allowed them to dress in uniform. But the warship’s crew had given the two captains a wide berth for fear of others thinking they had sympathy for them.

While the warship bridge officers waited for telemetry to update, a Trident appeared out of the dark near them.

“Battle stations?” the warship’s captain queried the supreme commander.

Ugurter caught the minute headshakes of Captains Ulkfay and Ojaftah, the arrested pair.

“Negative,” Ugurter replied.

Before another word could be shared on the bridge, the officers heard, <Greetings, Supreme Forces Commander Ugurter. I’m Lesling. Are you seeking Julien?>

“I thought he might be here,” Ugurter temporized.

<Unfortunately, Commander, you’ve missed him. He’s sailed for the Freiot home world,> Lesling explained.

Ugurter dismissed the reply, which was something he’d rather not have heard. “What are you doing here?” he asked.

<Protecting the herd, Commander,> Lesling replied. <We assume you were aware of the tribes who exist on this world and have chosen to hunt large herbivores.>

“How are you doing that?” Ugurter inquired.

<We tried various messages via our travelers,> Lesling began.

“Your what?” Ugurter interrupted.

<You would think of them as shuttles,> Lesling replied, sending real time imagery of a traveler scanning the area just above the herd to the warship’s primary bridge monitor. <Actually, they’re a combination of shuttle and fighter.>

Captain Ojaftah frowned and tentatively raised her hand. In turn, Ugurter nodded toward the bridge audio pickups.

“Lesling, this is Captain Ojaftah. Your fighters don’t appear to have ports or even hatches. How can they operate as both?”

<Let me offer my condolences, Captain, for your unfortunate circumstances,> Lesling sent. <In the conclave, we don’t incarcerate captains for bringing us warnings of warships, such as those of the Tekstria, who came here.>

Heads swiveled to briefly regard Ugurter and then Ojaftah and Ulkfay. They’d just heard confirmation of the stories that had circulated on the Utilimat home world after the captains’ arrests.

<You can’t see the hatch outlines, Captain Ojaftah, because nanites seamlessly seal the hatch to the hull,> Lesling continued. <This is important to give the hull an uninterrupted shape. Thereby enabling specialized engines to absorb the gravitational waves collected by the hull.>

Officers of all ranks, except for Ugurter, had dropped their beaks open. Lesling’s explanation could have easily been dismissed as a fantastic tale, except for one thing. On the central screen, a traveler floated above a matriarch, who was trumpeting for attention.

The warship bridge audience had a clear view of the traveler’s aft end opening and folding down, where before no seam was visible. Furthermore, the traveler maintained position a few meters off the muddy ground.

Three crew members leapt off the ramp and raced toward a calf who’d become stuck in a muddy pit after intense rains.

The warship’s monitor detailed the action as if the bridge audience was there in person. Two slender individuals waited at the pit’s edge, while the third robust crew member waded into the bog. He worked to temporarily free each leg to release the mud’s hold on the calf. Then he picked the calf up and extended his arms toward the slender individuals, who carried the calf to safety.

“Lesling, could you explain what we saw?” Captain Ulkfay requested.

<About the calf’s rescue or the crew members?> Lesling inquired.

“Primarily the crew,” Ulkfay clarified.

<The rescuer is a New Terran, a heavy worlder, who has tremendous strength,> Lesling explained. <Also, he can afford to get knee deep in mud. The other two are SADEs, who prefer to stay out of wet environments.>

“SADEs like Julien?” Ugurter queried.

<Precisely, Commander,> Lesling replied. <Self-aware digital entities, as am I.>

“Lesling, you said the Tekstria came here. Do you know where they went?” Ugurter inquired.

<The Tekstria were intent on taking revenge for the destruction of their explorer ships,> Lesling replied. <Before their demise, the captains sent images of the attackers. They were Utilimat warships. When the Tekstria spotted your two warships here, they directed Julien to send them forth to protect the planet. He refused.>

“And the Tekstria accepted that?” Ugurter queried dubiously.

The bridge audience heard loud laughter.

<Commander, you’ve spoken with Julien,> Lesling sent. <While he can be most persuasive, he can’t dissuade nearly two hundred warship captains from taking the revenge they saw as their right.>

Once again, eyes swiveled to regard the commander and the arrested captains. This time, their doubt in the commander’s decision showed a little stronger.

“What happened?” Captain Ulkfay asked.

<A sister volunteered a unique strategy, which was accepted, and successfully deployed, resulting in a stalemate,> Lesling explained, or thought she had.

“Sister?” Ojaftah queried, curious about a female member of the conclave forces.

<If there is time, Captain, I’ll be happy to share some of the conclave’s history with you,> Lesling replied. <With a temporary détente, Julien was able to convince some of the Tekstria that their intent to destroy the entire Utilimat race, beginning with the two warships here, was improperly reasoned. It’s apparent that an internal dispute developed among the Tekstria. They sailed to another system to debate the issue.>

“Then what happened?” Ugurter inquired. He knew the three captains and the bridge officers were revising their opinions of Utilimat forces’ decisions, if invaders couldn’t be reported without being arrested.

<Much later, Julien met with the Tekstria, who told him that they were divided among three opinions. As such, it was only possible to solve the dispute via an ancient form of combat,> Lesling replied. <They requested Julien care for their nursery. Although, we might have mistranslated the concept of nursery. Then they left the nursery ship with Julien and sailed toward open space.>

“And?” Ugurter prompted.

<And nothing, Commander,> Lesling replied. <None of the Tekstria warships returned to claim the nursery. That ship now resides in the Yeret system, where we hope another Tekstria fleet will come to claim it.>

For a moment, the Utilimats thought, on hearing that the Tekstria had annihilated one another, that they’d dodged a missile launch. Then Lesling said that the conclave was hoping for another Tekstria fleet to arrive at the Yeret system. It led them to think that the demise of their race at Tekstria hands was still imminent.

“Lesling, I was told that the Monkfreds have been removed from two other worlds where we’d transported them,” Ugurter said. When he didn’t hear a response, he queried, “Did you hear me?”

<Your transmissions are clear, Commander,> Lesling replied. <I was waiting for your question.>

“I was asking for confirmation of what Julien told me,” Ugurter said.

<You’re fortunate to have said that to me, Ugurter,> Lesling replied, dropping the commander’s title. <Julien is a SADE. Our kind considers it imperative to maintain and relay accurate facts and calculations. You impugn our leader when you ask for confirmation of what he’s told you.>

“No insult was intended,” Ugurter quickly said.

<Your ignorance is forgiven,> Lesling sent.

Aboard the Trident, the conclave captain winced at the commander’s condemnation, but he was aware that the fleet’s other SADEs were cheering Lesling.

“Lesling, I must report to the Utilimat council the facts, as I’ve observed them. Is there a way that the conclave could facilitate that?”

<Captain?> Lesling queried.

<We can lead them to the wreckage site, Lesling,> the captain confirmed.

<Commander, my captain has graciously offered to show you the surface location where you’ll find pieces of one of your warships,> Lesling relayed. <This would be the planet we refer to as the ice world. The herd used the burning wreckage to stay warm, while a good portion of the Monkfreds starved to death.>

The Utilimat audience heard Lesling’s tone shift as she spoke of the Monkfred calamity. It was condemnation.

“We accept your offer,” Ugurter said gratefully. “How do we accomplish this?”

The warship’s navigation and piloting panels lit. Then the ship’s engines fired, and the officers stared in panic at the captain, who swiveled to eye Ugurter for instructions.

“We came to talk to a race with superior technology,” Ugurter said calmly. “What did you expect?”

The Trident and the Utilimat warship swiveled in parallel and accelerated. The Trident captain could have allowed the Utilimats to sail their own ship. Then again, the commander shouldn’t have doubted Julien’s words, especially to another SADE. Lesling was merely demonstrating her capabilities to the commander.

When the two ships exited the dark outside the ice world’s system, Lesling released control of the Utilimats’ warship.

<Commander, do you wish to examine the wreckage closely or merely overfly it?> Lesling inquired.

“I’ve engineers with me who’ll handle the samples,” Ugurter replied.

<Based on our earlier exchange, I can assume that you need to have Utilimats personally collect the samples,> Lesling surmised.

“That’s correct,” Ugurter replied, hoping he hadn’t offered another insult.

That was the same thought held by the captains and the bridge officers.

<When you launch your shuttle, we’ll guide you to the site you wish to inspect,> Lesling sent. Then she dropped her link and descended below.

A pilot launched a traveler, while Lesling climbed into an enviro-suit to provide the heat she might require.

Detecting the Utilimat shuttle’s launch, the Trident’s traveler cleared the bay and headed toward the coordinates that had been collected by the Monkfreds’ rescuers.

The traveler pilot chose to position his ship directly over the wreckage. It was fortunate that starlight lit the location. Otherwise, the Utilimat pilot might not have been able to locate the conclave vessel, which didn’t emit engine flares.

Eventually, the Utilimat shuttle settled into the open field with noxious emissions of engine exhausts.

Then the traveler pilot landed beside the pile of charred metal, and Lesling and he waited for the Utilimats to exit their ship.

<What do you want to bet, Lesling, that the Utilimats weren’t ready for the surface temperature?> the pilot sent.

<You do too well at the ship’s games for me to risk credits with you,> Lesling replied. <However, I take your point.>

The pilot was right.

Four Utilimats in enviro-suits exited their shuttle and descended to the surface via an elevator that extruded from a hatch.

The pilot snickered. The first two Utilimats stepped out of the elevator’s cage into knee-deep snow. As they seemed unprepared for their circumstances, they remained rooted in place.

<I think our Utilimat engineers are homebodies,> the New Terran pilot commented dryly. <They must not have gotten off their world too often.>

After some waving of hands and obvious communications with those aboard the shuttle or the warship, the four engineers waded through the snow toward the barely visible crash site.

Lesling judged the engineers’ progress. When she thought the timing was right, she signaled the ramp down, exited the traveler, and joined the engineers. She watched an engineer pull futilely at a piece of metal sticking out of the hard crusted snow.

Detecting the Utilimats’ comm frequency, she sent, <Do you need help collecting your samples?>

“Samples might be unnecessary, if we could identify the nature of this debris,” an engineer replied.

Lesling communicated with the New Terran, and he dropped the ramp again, lifted, and backed the ship’s aft end toward Lesling and the four Utilimats.

<Please board,> Lesling sent, indicating the traveler with a hand. When the engineers hesitated, she added, <Then hurry to your shuttle. It won’t be safe standing out here,> and she quickly gained the ramp.

The engineers looked at the long walk back to their shuttle. Then reason triumphed, and they followed Lesling.

“What are you planning to do?” an engineer asked, as the ramp closed and faceplates were opened for conversation and conservation of the suits’ air supplies.

In reply, Lesling released an enviro-suit’s glove and displayed her palm holo-vid.

The engineers’ eyes widened at the height the ship had reached without them feeling any movement. Suddenly, they saw it dropping for the planet’s surface, and they braced themselves for impact. When they realized the ship had stopped ten meters above the debris field, they sheepishly released their death grips on the seats and straightened.

“Look,” an engineer said, pointing at the holo-vid display. “Much of the ice and snow is gone.”

“Could we see more detail?” an engineer inquired.

“Remove your gloves and manipulate the holo-vid to your hearts’ content,” Lesling replied.

Swiftly, four pairs of enviro-suit gloves were detached, and an engineer tested the display. He made admiring noises at the responsiveness.

Then the engineers entered into a self-absorbed conference, as they moved the image up and down the debris field. Frequently, they zoomed in to check details, and occasionally, a member used a device to capture images of the holo-vid’s display.

When the conference ended, an engineer regarded Lesling and said, “I believe we have all that we need. The images we captured will prove our conclusions.”

“If you need more information, our complete scans are on your ship’s bridge database,” Lesling said.

“Considerate of you,” a second engineer admitted.

“We do try to be accommodating. That is until our patience has reached its limits,” Lesling replied.

The engineers glanced at one another. It was if they were subliminally communicating that each of them should be on their best behavior.

“We’ll return to our shuttle and speak to Commander Ugurter to ensure that we’ve met his needs,” a third engineer said.

“You can speak to him now,” Lesling responded. Then she sent, <Commander Ugurter, your engineers wish to conference with you.>

Lesling opened her mouth, and the engineers heard the commander say, “Report.”

The senior engineer made to step close to Lesling’s mouth, but she extended an arm to stop him. He nodded in apology. Then he said, “Commander, the conclave pilot was helpful in removing a mountain of ice and snow from the debris field. With most of the metal cleared, we’re able to conclusively identify a portion of the aft end of one of our warships.”

“Documentation?” Ugurter queried.

“According to Lesling, you have their scans on your ship’s database,” an engineer said hopefully.

“One moment,” Ugurter replied.

The engineers could hear the commander speaking to the warship’s captain. In turn, the captain requested a search for any new files or folders, and he received an affirmative.

Then Ugurter directed the file to be played. There were several barely audible comments by bridge officers, but one came through clearly, and the engineers heard, “Look at the clarity,” which made them grin.

“Lesling, we thank you, your pilot, and your captain for the assistance,” the senior engineer said. “If it was our choice, we’d request a ride to our warship,” which made the other engineers nod enthusiastically.

“As a small consolation, we’ve prevented you from trudging back to your shuttle,” Lesling said. Then she signaled the ramp down.

As cold air blasted the interior, Lesling and the engineers put on their gloves and sealed their suits.

The engineers saw their shuttle’s entry hatch merely centimeters beyond the ramp, and they marveled at the technology that the pilot controlled.

The hatch was rolled aside, and the engineers crossed the ramp and entered their shuttle.

Moments later, the ramp was closed, and the New Terran pilot was making for the Trident.

Lesling connected to the Utilimat warship. <Commander Ugurter, does your investigation require any other stops with which we can assist?>

“You mentioned the numerous Tekstria warships,” Ugurter responded. “Would you happen to have any visuals that you could share?”

<Stand by for transfer,> Lesling replied. Then she selected some imagery from the Trident’s extensive database on the Tekstria encounters. After some judicial editing to tighten the vids, she streamed them to the warship. When the transfer was complete, she sent, <You should have more than you need, Commander.>

“Then that concludes my investigation, Lesling,” Ugurter said. “My apologies, again, for failing to understand the true nature of SADEs.”

<In the future, Commander, we recommend exhibiting a welcoming attitude when engaged in first contacts,> Lesling sent. <You can always go to war when who you meet proves to be an aggressor.>

Ugurter knew that Lesling was referring to his original contact with Julien, as well as his warships’ treatments of the Tekstria explorers. He could see the doubt that had taken hold of the captains and the bridge officers about the way Utilimats conducted their affairs with other races.

“I’ll share your advice with the council, Lesling,” Ugurter said.

At that point, Lesling ended her conversation with the commander and updated her captain.

The conclave Trident would be long gone by the time the Utilimat warship recovered its shuttle. At that point, Ugurter was pleased to direct the warship captain to make for the home world. The investigation he’d visualized was nothing like the one he’d encountered. At this time, he was in no mood to hear the council members’ meandering thoughts.

The opportunity to speak with the council didn’t come right away, which annoyed Ugurter. His report was scheduled for the council’s regular meeting, which was eight cycles after his return home.

It did give time for Ugurter to think. He considered the many missteps the council and he had made from the initial contact with the conclave. Captain Ophorous had arrived with world-shattering news, and she’d not been believed. That led to the defections of Captains Ophorous and Uferus. The pair was now supporting the Yerets and the growth of their planet with the conclave’s help.

The more Ugurter considered the Utilimats many errors in light of the conclave’s behavior, the more he saw them as deliberate steps, which would inevitably lead to failure. The problem he faced now was how to convince the council of what he perceived.

When the council meeting date arrived, Ugurter chose to present in person.

“This is a surprise, Commander,” Ojoojaf commented from his premier position.

“My information is too important to relay via a vid conference,” Ugurter replied.

“Dramatic,” a councilor commented under his breath, which Ugurter ignored.

“You may begin when you’re ready, Commander,” Ojoojaf said.

From the small vid controller provided him, Ugurter signaled the first image, which appeared on everyone’s monitor. “These warships could have represented the end of Utilimats,” he said. “They are a fleet of Tekstria.”

“Where is that fleet now?” Ojoojaf queried in alarm.

“This particular fleet appears to have destroyed themselves in an argument facilitated by Julien of the conclave,” Ugurter explained.

Several councilors angrily shouted at Ugurter for frightening them, and he waited until Ojoojaf quieted them.

“Does the council wish to know why the Tekstria sailed to this region and vowed to destroy us?” Ugurter asked.

“Proceed with your presentation,” Ojoojaf directed.

“Two of our warships destroyed unarmed Tekstria explorer ships,” Ugurter said. “The Tekstria arrived to take revenge for the massacre.” Then he displayed images taken of the debris field on the icy planet. “We’ve confirmed that this was a section of a Utilimat warship’s aft end. The edges of various material show high intensity energy burns.”

“The conclave uses energy weapons,” a councilor pointed out.

“They do,” Ugurter confirmed. “By the way, we were led to this site by a Trident warship.”

“That proves their involvement,” a councilor accused.

“Possibly,” Ugurter allowed. “Although, they might have known about the site, because its burning kept the Monkfred herd alive.” Then he displayed imagery from his shuttle as it approached the planet. It appeared encased in snow.

“The conclave rescued the herds from this planet and another where we’d transported them,” Ugurter said. “At the present time, they guard the herds on the Monkfred home planet and the hunters’ planet.”

“Garnering favor with races who rightfully belong to us,” a councilor grumbled.

For Ugurter, the councilor’s statement clarified what he was up against. Some councilors regarded the other races as existing to serve Utilimat needs.

“Julien has facilitated an agreement between the Yerets and the Monkfreds,” Ugurter continued. “Newly birthed calves, with their matriarchs and riders, are transported from the Monkfreds’ two planets to a Yerets’ planet until the calves are big enough to join the herds.”

“I imagine that’s garnering the conclave a lot of opportunity to develop resources in those systems,” Ojoojaf offered.

“Actually, we saw no evidence of conclave mining or harvesting resources anywhere we sailed,” Ugurter replied. “I get the idea that the conclave doesn’t need to do that.”

“How can that organization afford to support its fleets without taking resources from local races?” a councilor asked.

This individual was one of the councilors whom Ugurter admired. “I think that the conclave must be an immense organization, and Julien’s efforts are an extremely small part of its overall operations.”

Holding up a finger to halt replies, Ugurter added, “While we’re talking about Julien, whom we’ll surely meet again, the councilors must be careful with their choice of words when speaking to or about him.”

“Why is that?” another councilor Ugurter supported inquired.

“I made the mistake of questioning information I’d received from Julien during his last visit here when I spoke to Lesling, another SADE,” Ugurter explained. “In no uncertain terms, she explained the nature of SADEs and their respect for accuracy. I apologized, and she said that she forgave my ignorance.”

“And you didn’t take umbrage at that disparaging comment?” Ojoojaf asked.

“It’s not a habit of mine to start verbally sparring with digital entities who inhabit superior warships,” Ugurter replied dryly.

Ojoojaf was perturbed by Ugurter’s presentation. The commander was disturbing the calm methodology the council usually enjoyed during their meetings. “What is your purpose for being here, Commander?” he demanded. “If the Tekstria are gone, what concern is it to this council?”

“I said one Tekstria fleet is missing,” Ugurter reminded Ojoojaf.

“Perhaps, they were never there,” a councilor offered. “You were given manufactured vids.”

“There’s an opportunity to prove the information,” Ugurter promptly replied. “According to Lesling, the nursery ship, which you see in this opening vid, was left with Julien. She said that the ship was sailed to the Yeret system, and the conclave hopes that another Tekstria fleet will arrive to collect it. We should journey there to see it for ourselves. When would you like to go?”

“We don’t have time for your facetiousness,” a councilor remarked.

“And I don’t have time for your ignorance,” Ugurter retorted.

“Commander, I remind you that you serve at our pleasure,” Ojoojaf threatened.

“Not anymore,” Ugurter shot back. “Your office has just received my resignation.”

“For your impudence, you should join the two incarcerated captains,” a councilor charged.

“For your information, I reinstated those captains,” Ugurter said, enjoying the moment. “They tried to warn us of a serious danger, and I made the mistake of not believing them. I’ve since corrected my error.”

With that, Ugurter chose not to wait to be dismissed. He turned and marched out of the council’s meeting hall.

Unbeknownst to Ugurter, he’d started a revolution among Utilimat military officers.

The aide who’d prepared Ugurter’s presentation had complete access to the data that Lesling had transferred to the commander’s warship. Unlike the council, whose complacency would ignore Ugurter’s warnings, the aide was stunned by the imagery. It was obvious to him that Utilimats had narrowly escaped being attacked by a superior force bent on delivering justice.

When the aide learned that Ugurter had resigned, he sent a fleetwide announcement about the commander stepping down. Then he included a link to the database that housed Lesling’s information. This action would typically get the aide reported by his superior officer. However, at this moment, he didn’t report to anyone.

It was protocol for Utilimat senior officers to keep junior officers in the dark. In this instance, the senior officers noted that the aide of the superior forces commander had communicated with every captain in the home fleet.

Downloads of the data were numerous, and captains shared the information with their bridge officers.

The two restored captains started a discussion. Soon, many officers across all ranks were joining the conversation. The majority came to one conclusion, and they made their opinion known to the council.

Ojoojaf was incensed by the formal declaration he received, and he called an emergency meeting of the council. After reading the declaration, he waited for responses. Several councilors railed against the officers’ temerity. However, Ojoojaf noted the silence of others.

“I wish to hear from every councilor,” Ojoojaf requested.

“We’re to blame,” a councilor, a supporter of Ugurter, said. “We failed to take Ugurter’s presentation seriously. He was trying to warn us of serious danger.”

The supporter was shouted down, and Ojoojaf demanded silence.

Another Ugurter supporter said, “We only have to read the declaration. The officers state that they’ve viewed the data in its entirety that was collected from Ugurter’s investigation. They reached a different conclusion than this council. And I’d like to point out that the signatures amount to more than forty times the number on this council.”

“That means nothing,” a councilor responded dismissively.

“We might have powerful positions,” a councilor countered, “but that doesn’t mean these officers’ opinions don’t have value.”

“We’ve a crucial decision to make,” Ojoojaf said. “This declaration smells of extortion. However, if we don’t accept it, what are the citizens going to think?”

“They’ll think the council has lost its collective mind,” a councilor shot back.

When Ojoojaf got control of the conference, a councilor put the problem into practical terms. He said, “Think about how long it would take to train and promote replacements of these officers if they do as they promise.”

That sobered the councilors who wanted the declaration shredded to demonstrate to the officers who really ruled the Utilimat race.

“I would imagine two or more decades,” Ojoojaf mused.

“Agreeing to this egregious demand will set a dangerous precedent,” an angry councilor warned.

“Then again, you might consider it in a different light,” a councilor responded. “It’s we who have made the grievous error. Perhaps, we should use this opportunity to consider the manner in which we make decisions.”

The majority ignored the idea that they should take a different path in the future. However, they reluctantly accepted the declaration.

“Ugurter must be approached,” Ojoojaf said, after a resolution was adopted. He was disgusted to see every councilor turn his way. The conference was disbanded, and he contacted Ugurter.

“You’re aware of the officers’ declaration, I suppose?” Ojoojaf began.

“I am,” Ugurter replied.

“The council has reluctantly accepted it,” Ojoojaf said.

“And?” Ugurter queried.

“Let’s not play games,” Ojoojaf replied, detesting the task he’d been handed.

“You called me, Ojoojaf. What is it you want? Be specific,” Ugurter pressed.

Ojoojaf gritted his teeth. “The council has reinstated you,” he said.

“I haven’t applied for the position,” Ugurter pointed out.

Ojoojaf realized that Ugurter had something in mind, and it was time he found out what the ex-commander wanted. “What will it take, Ugurter, to get you to accept the commander’s position?”

“The council will adopt a resolution to place the supreme forces commander and two senior officers he selects on the council,” Ugurter stated determinedly.

“Preposterous,” Ojoojaf declared.

“Enjoy your evening,” Ugurter replied, and ended the call.

Ojoojaf fumed and formed a conference call with councilors. Then he relayed Ugurter’s demand, which created bedlam. Yet, among the council members, there was laughter.

Several councilors realized how Ugurter’s move would change the council’s balance. Others thought it would give the military too much power. The reality was the council was acting tyrannically, while they left it to Utilimat forces to face encounters with the conclave and learn harsh lessons.

With a great deal of teeth gnashing, Ugurter’s proposal was accepted, and the required resolution was passed. This time, Ojoojaf had an Ugurter supporter communicate the news. It irritated Ojoojaf that the councilor was happy to inform the commander.

Ugurter’s aide joyfully shared the announcement with the fleet, and the officers who had signed the declaration celebrated with a great deal of relief.
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25: Palladon

YERET WORLD

HOSTING THE MONKFREDS

Julien’s Trident had circled an enormous amount of space. Recently, he’d visited the Utilimats, Monkfred worlds, and the Freiot home world. Finally, he’d returned to the Yeret world near the Queller anomaly.

Squadrons of Tridents had arrived via the local space-time continuum, and Julien gave them directives to relieve the Tridents at the Monkfred worlds. He explicitly stated that they must learn from the present protectors.

<Understand the nature of the Monkfreds, the relationship of grazers and riders, the hunters and carnivores who prey on them, and the techniques used to protect them,> Julien shared. <Also, be prepared to transport the newborn calves, matriarchs, and riders here.>

The SADEs aboard the incoming Tridents had absorbed the historical information from the Freedom, and they’d been busy instructing captains and officers about their guard duties. As well, the SADEs held classes with the chiefs and bay crews about the means by which the transporting Monkfreds must be conducted.

While the officers saw the duty as tedious, the chiefs and crews couldn’t wait to pick up their first set of Monkfreds for transport.

The number of cycles enumerated by the Freiots since Julien had visited their world had nearly elapsed, when he received a relay from the Freedom’s telemetry officer about inbound ships.

Connecting to the Quadrant’s controller, Julien noted that the ships had originated from the direction of the Freiot home world. Details about the ships identified them as similar in design to the explorer ship that had visited the Yeret world without communicating.

<Friends of yours, Julien?> Gistamia queried dryly.

<Acquaintances,> Julien corrected. <I invited the palladon, who is the Freiot leader, and two ministers, but I’ve no idea why three individuals would require four ships.>

<How would you like them greeted?> Gistamia inquired, as Julien was planetside, and the four ships were making speed for the Yeret home world.

<Analysis on the ships,> Julien queried the SADEs.

<Unarmed, unless weapons are carried in the bays,> replied a SADE, who shared the consensus.

Julien chose to wait until a Trident was close enough to establish contact. He cautioned Articus aboard a Trident to link to the comm system only.

<Any particular ship, Julien?> Articus inquired.

<I haven’t a clue,> Julien replied.

While Julien waited, he returned to speaking with the matriarchs, while the calves investigated him.

“You were inattentive,” a rider remarked, touching his temple.

“Visitors from a Freiot world,” Julien explained. “I invited them here.”

“Peaceful?” the rider asked, as other matriarchs drew close to share.

“No warships,” Julien replied.

The matriarchs trumpeted. By now, Julien had learned many of their terms. They’d said, “Julien makes more friends.”

“Let us hope so,” Julien replied. Then Articus formed the Freiot link, and he turned away from the matriarchs to climb the nearby hill. <Whom do we have the pleasure of greeting?> he asked.

“I captain this ship. Who contacts us?”

Julien smiled to himself. This stage of contact would appear to be laced with paranoia. <Please confirm whether you’re here to observe or you carry the palladon or ministers who wish to talk.>

“That is not information we’re prepared to share,” the captain replied.

<Then return to your world,> Julien sent. <When you carry government officials who wish to meet, then you’ll be welcome.>

Aboard one of the Freiot ships, the palladon and two ministers stood together on the bridge. They’d listened to the exchange.

“I said this wouldn’t work,” Race Relations Minister Fetler said. “When we spoke to Julien, he was forthright. We’re treating this contact like we’re speaking to Utilimats.”

Palladon Guelmer regarded Defense Minister Soiter, who shrugged.

“Respond, Fetler,” the palladon directed.

Immediately, the captain opened their side of the conference link to allow two-way communications.

“Julien, is that you?” Fetler inquired.

<Greetings, Race Relations Minister Fetler. It’s gracious of you to accept my invitation,> Julien sent.

Fetler glanced at Guelmer and Soiter, as he’d proved his point. “Julien, Palladon Guelmer and Defense Minister Soiter are with me.”

<How can we assist you in your visit to this Yeret world?> Julien inquired.

“Julien, this is Palladon Guelmer. Do I understand that you don’t carry a title?”

<Correct,> Julien replied.

“Then who commands your fleet?” Guelmer asked.

<Essentially, that’s my duty until we must engage a significant force. Then the strategy becomes a shared responsibility,> Julien explained.

“We would find that method confusing, to say the least,” Soiter remarked.

<For a single biological race, I can imagine that,> Julien replied, chuckling. <However, we have SADEs scattered throughout the fleet. That allows for our unique approach to problem solving. If you’re wondering, a SADE is a self-aware digital entity.>

“When there’s time, Julien,” Fetler said, “I would enjoy hearing more about the history of SADEs.”

<It would be my pleasure,> Julien shared.

“As you’re the member of the conclave whom we need to meet, Julien, we’d like an introduction to the Yeret leader,” Guelmer said. “We’ve many things to discuss.”

<Judimal Yathal would appreciate having that conversation with you,> Julien sent. <If you’d like to descend in a traveler, we could make the ride most pleasant.>

The ship’s captain frowned, and he muted the bridge conversation.

Simultaneously, Soiter shook his head negatively, while Fetler nodded enthusiastically.

“We’re here to learn,” Guelmer said. “If the conclave has superior technology, we should experience it.” He pointed at the captain, who opened the audio pickup. “We appreciate the offer, Julien, and we look forward to riding in one of your travelers. The captain will ease this ship forward to identify where we reside.”

<That’s not necessary, Palladon Guelmer,> Julien sent. <We’ve already identified your ship, and a traveler is on its way to you.>

After Julien dropped the link, he connected to Uferus and Ophorous. One of them was usually knowledgeable about Yathal’s location.

<I’m on my way to his office, Julien,> Ophorous replied.

<Good,> Uferus interjected. <I’m in the field, inspecting a new irrigation addition.>

<Freiots visiting?> Ophorous inquired.

Julien could hear the deep breaths of Ophorous, as she hurried to Yathal’s office. It was an indication of the amount of time that the ex-Utilimat captain listened to Freedom communications that Ophorous was aware of the inbound ships. Hearing the exchange, she’d hurried to speak to Yathal.

When the staff receptionist saw Ophorous striding quickly down the corridor, she triggered Yathal’s office doors and waved her through.

“I never know whether to be frightened or happy to see you in a hurry, Captain,” Yathal commented, rising from behind his desk.

“Freiot ships have arrived,” Ophorous replied, with a big smile. “Two ministers and the palladon are aboard.”

“The Freiot leader?” Yathal queried dubiously.

“That’s who was introduced during the conference,” Ophorous confirmed.

“I should dress,” Yathal replied, slightly flustered.

“Why?” Ophorous asked.

“This is a momentous occasion,” Yathal returned. Then something in Ophorous’s tone stopped him. “Why not?” he inquired.

“What do you wish to demonstrate to the Freiots?” Ophorous asked.

Yathal collected his thoughts. “Yes,” he mused. Then he enumerated, “Conclave cooperation. This world’s transformation. Racial equity demonstrated by hosting the Monkfreds. Severing Utilimat pressure.”

“And you?” Ophorous queried.

“An administrator seeking to further those items I listed,” Yathal confirmed. “Maybe I should invite the palladon to plant some orchard saplings with me.” Then he laughed breathlessly at the image.

“That part might be a little much,” Ophorous replied, nickering.

“Julien, where will they be landing?” Yathal inquired, knowing Ophorous was connected to him.

“He said that would be wherever you wish, Judimal Yathal,” Ophorous relayed.

That relay caught Yathal off guard. Julien was correct. The SADE leader might have extended the visitation offer to the Freiots, but this was his visit to manage.

“Julien, I wish to receive them here,” Yathal said. “Then I’d like a cargo traveler to tour our surface. Also, I want them to meet the Monkfreds.”

Ophorous smiled and nodded.

Then Yathal dashed into his private quarters behind his office to clean up.

Opal had left Julien and shot for the Freiot ship, following Articus’s coordinates. A bay opened for her. After landing, she dropped the rear ramp.

Nine Freiots entered the bay.

In Opal’s judgment, six security with weapons surrounded the palladon and two ministers. She queried Julien as to what she should allow. In turn, Julien relayed the question to Ophorous, who spoke through the door to Yathal.

The door opened slowly. Frowning, Yathal requested Ophorous’s advice.

“I understand the Freiots’ desire for security, but they’re stepping into an alien ship to land on an alien planet,” Ophorous pointed out. “What value are hand weapons in these circumstances?”

Yathal considered Ophorous’s words. Then he made a decision, which was relayed to Opal.

On the ramp, Opal held up her hand. “I’m Opal, Julien’s personal traveler pilot. Palladon Guelmer, while we welcome your escorts, the weapons aren’t necessary.”

Opal quickly identified the security team leader. He hissed softly, and his beaded skin shifted toward darker colors, as if this was an ancient warning sign for the species.

Guelmer held out his hand toward the security leader and patted the air.

Then one of the security team collected the weapons and handed them off outside the bay.

“Your cooperation is appreciated,” Opal said, and waved toward the ship’s interior.

The security leader made the mistake of attempting to shoulder Opal aside to demonstrate his dominance. Unfortunately, he learned that not all is at it seems within the conclave, and he rubbed his shoulder as he walked forward, muttering about unnatural individuals.

When the ramp closed, Opal’s passengers quieted. They waited nervously for the shuttle’s engines to disturb them. Not much later, the ramp dropped to expose bright starlight, and a figure walked aboard.

“Greetings,” Julien said, “I hope you enjoyed your flight.” Then he sat across from Palladon Guelmer.

There was little opportunity for an exchange of dialog before the ramp was dropping again.

“We’re here at the planet’s admin building,” Julien said. “Judimal Yathal is waiting for us.” Then he led the Freiot entourage to the upper floor.

Yathal waited at the elevators to greet his guests as they exited.

The moment that security spotted Ophorous, long tongues slithered in and out accompanied by soft hisses.

Ophorous nickered. Then speaking in the Freiot language, she said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you too.”

Turning toward Ophorous, Guelmer said, “My apologies, Captain, for my security team’s reactions. We’ve heard from Julien about your courageous escape from your own forces. How are you finding life apart from your race?”

“My senior captain is here too,” Ophorous replied. “Then there is the conclave. There is never enough time in a cycle to keep up with the organization. For Captain Uferus and me, it’s been a pleasure to work with Judimal Yathal.”

“Our explorer ship witnessed the throwing of asteroids at this planet,” Soiter commented. “The captain was horrified until he comprehended that each one comprised frozen gasses. He and his crew enjoyed the flares of the bursting comets.”

“Captain Ophorous, do you and your partner communicate with your Utilimat superiors?” the security leader inquired.

“The only thing I’d ever want to say to Utilimat leaders would be that they should cooperate with the conclave, but I’ve never been given the opportunity,” Ophorous replied.

There was a moment during which the Freiots stood frozen, and Yathal calmly waited for the Freiots to respond. His time with the Utilimat captains and the conclave had taught him an entirely different way of handling each cycle’s problems. The Freiots were a larger than usual challenge, but he was determined to manage this one too.

“Why don’t we adjourn to the conference room?” Yathal finally suggested.

Refreshments were laid out in the room, but no one took advantage of the spread.

Yathal sat at one end of the table, with Julien and Ophorous on either side of him.

Palladon and his minister chose the other end of the table, and the six security members stood behind them.

Fetler chose to break the silence. “A marvelous ship, Julien,” he complimented, which Julien translated for Yathal.

“I hope to never fly in any other shuttle than a traveler,” Yathal commented, which Ophorous translated.

“The conclave does have some amazing technology,” Soiter admitted.

“Judimal Yathal, can you make decisions for the Yerets?” Palladon Guelmer inquired.

“I’m the magistrate for this world,” Yathal replied. “But a council makes Yeret laws. Has no one ever told you this?”

“I imagine you have the same limited information about us,” Guelmer remarked. “It has benefited Utilimats to keep us ignorant.”

Glances were thrown toward Ophorous, but she politely ignored them.

“I would think you were similar to us where it concerns the Monkfreds,” Yathal said. “We should go see them.”

“Julien has said some of them were here,” Fetler commented. “I would love to visit with them.”

Guelmer accepted the idea, and the Freiot entourage, with Yathal, Julien, and Ophorous, returned to the traveler.

Opal landed the ship about a hundred meters from the herd.

The matriarchs had been grazing contentedly on fresh grass. However, when they saw a traveler returning, they headed toward the ship, anxious to see if it carried visitors.

“Stay on the ramp,” Julien advised, as it dropped. “When the matriarchs are curious, they’ll crowd close.”

True to Julien’s words, snouts eagerly touched him, as he stood on the edge of the ramp. He introduced the three distinguished Freiot guests.

Riders leaned forward to listen to the matriarchs’ thoughts.

“You chose to visit here,” a rider said, addressing Guelmer, “but we’ve not seen your kind on our world. Why?”

The Freiots were taken aback by being addressed by an arboreal animal, who didn’t appear ready to walk upright.

When a response wasn’t immediately forthcoming, the rider asked in consternation, “Julien, these visitors can speak, can’t they?”

“Patience,” Julien counseled. “I must have a moment to translate. Then they can respond to your question.”

“Palladon, the riders can speak for themselves, but when you see the matriarchs crowd close and the riders bend toward the grazers’ heads, important questions will be asked,” Julien explained.

“Understood, Julien,” Guelmer replied. “What has been queried?”

“Why have you never visited the Monkfred home world?” Julien paraphrased.

“We were told by Utilimats that the Monkfreds possessed enormous frames and belligerent tempers. They would as soon stomp us as speak to us,” Guelmer explained.

When Julien translated the palladon’s reply, the riders stared bewilderingly at the Freiots. Then they shrieked and howled to the extent that several riders fell off their grazers.

“No translation is necessary, Julien,” Guelmer said. “Please inform the Monkfreds that, like the Yerets and them, we’ve also been duped.”

When Julien relayed the palladon’s comment, riders on the ground leapt to their matriarchs, and every rider bent close to their grazers.

“What’s to be done?” the grazers asked.

“That is the perfect question,” Guelmer replied. “I believe the conclave offers us a great opportunity to navigate around the Utilimats. What can Freiots do for the Monkfreds?”

“The critical thing the Monkfreds needed was supplied by Julien and the Yerets,” the grazers replied. “The future must be considered to understand how we can benefit from one another.”

Guelmer nodded in understanding. Then he inquired, “If I visited the Monkfred home world, whom should I request?”

“Travel with Julien,” came the answer. “He will introduce you to the professor and Testora.”

A calf snuffled at the security leader’s uniform. He raised his hand to brush the calf away, but he found it locked in place.

“Be on your best behavior,” Opal whispered in the leader’s ear.

Fetler was beside the security agent. He didn’t know what Opal had said, but the action was self-explanatory. Seeing the difficulty that a security contingent created, he made a mental note to discuss the issue with Guelmer.

The palladon thanked the Monkfreds for their gracious reception. Then he sought Yathal. “I’d like to see the effect of your planet’s watering,” which made the judimal smile.

“We’ll fly with the ramp down,” Yathal told his guests.

Immediately, Fetler instructed the security team to take seats, but they looked at Guelmer. With a sweep of the palladon’s hand, he dismissed them.

That Julien stood on the edge of the ramp, with his back to the view, astounded the Freiots. As shocking, was to see Yathal standing beside him and chatting amiably to them, as Julien translated.

“The first scene will be a set of dunes nestled between two mountain ranges,” Yathal explained. “Even there, the ground will exhibit some change, but nothing to grab your attention. Ah, here we are.”

Yathal sat on the ramp’s edge and beckoned to his guests.

Julien helped the palladon and the ministers to safely acquire their perches. He sat between Guelmer and Fetler, and Ophorous sat on the other end of the line next to Soiter.

“Most of our world looked like this, except for small pools surrounding the Utilimat towers,” Yathal explained.

“Which were to do what?” Fetler queried.

Yathal made a dismissive noise before he said, “We paid a fortune in credits for terraforming towers, which were nothing more than deep wells bringing our water to the surface and dispersing it with aspirating fans.”

“Let’s not talk about Utilimat subterfuge,” Soiter hissed softly. “We’ve a collection of many of those kinds of Utilimat projects.” Turning quickly to Ophorous, he added, “Apologies, Captain.”

“None needed, Defense Minister,” Ophorous replied. “I’ve said worse things against my race’s subterfuge,” which had the Freiots hissing noisily.

“Now we’ll see my favorite area,” Yathal interjected.

For the next conclave hour, the six individuals, representing four races, sat on the ramp’s end, while Opal gently flew the traveler backward under Julien’s directions. The visitors saw lush grass fields and orchards. Despite being young trees, they were heavily laden with fruit.

As the traveler returned to the capital, Yathal proudly pointed out the actions of the Yeret population. Everywhere they looked were colorful shrubs and blooming flowers.

“This is our way of celebrating the resurrection of our world,” Yathal remarked, spreading his arms wide.

At that moment, a small rain shower dropped fat drops on the ramp. The Freiots and Ophorous hurried into the interior. Julien casually followed them, but not before he carefully saved an image of Yathal’s upturned face and beatific expression.

“We must meet with the Yeret Council,” Guelmer whispered to Julien, not wishing to disturb Yathal’s moment of serenity.

“You should take a Trident, which won’t frighten the Judimal Council,” Yathal said, rising from his position on the ramp. “Speaking of which, why did the three of you bring four ships?”

“To fool the Utilimat warships on station, correct?” Ophorous supplied.

“Astute of you, Captain,” Soiter complimented. “I would think the Utilimat commander is still unaware that the three of us aren’t in the system anymore.”

“We’ll have our ships follow and stay deep in the dark,” Guelmer compromised. “That way, it’ll be a shorter return flight for us.”

“Yathal, will you accompany us?” Fetler asked.

“Captain Uferus and I can handle the planting and maintenance,” Ophorous volunteered. “Anything that becomes an issue can be referred to Captain Gistamia.”

“While I’ll know that the world will be in good hands, Captain,” Yathal said, tapping Ophorous’s shoulder, “you would be a greater asset attending this meeting.”

“That’s just as well,” Ophorous responded, with exaggerated relief. “If I stayed, you would have to show me the shutoff valve in case we get too much water.” Then her nickering mixed with Yathal’s breathy laughter.

“If Opal will transport us, we can gather some needed personal things and drop off security aboard our ship,” Guelmer suggested. “I suppose it’s no great feat for you to direct our captains to the Yerets’ home world.”

“Done,” Julien replied, smiling.

“I thought not,” Guelmer said, with a barely audible hiss, announcing that he was pleased to comprehend some extent of the conclave’s and Julien’s capabilities.

At a signal from Julien, Opal dropped Yathal, Ophorous, and him at the admin building. Then her traveler leapt for space, with the controller returning her ship to a known destination.

Aboard the traveler, the security head was making a strenuous declaration to the palladon. “Everything they’ve done so far has been a setup,” he argued.

“To do what?” Fetler returned.

“To separate my team from the three of you. You’d make valuable hostages,” the security head declared.

“To achieve what purpose?” Fetler persisted.

“The conclave probably has experience with many cultures, and they would know the easiest ways to take over races,” the security head argued.

“Why play subtle games?” Soiter inquired. “We watched a single tri-hull evade three Utilimat warships and keep three more at bay, while Julien co-opted our comm systems. They’ve the ability now to dominate our populations.”

Before the security head could speak, Palladon’s tongue flicked in and out several times. It was a demand for attention, forcing the security head to hold his tongue, so to speak.

“If the conclave has such notorious goals in mind, why have their ships stopped to water an arid planet?” Guelmer asked. “Or is that part of a dastardly plot?”

The security head was about to speak when Guelmer raised a hand to stop him. “Those were rhetorical questions,” he said. “You’ll remain aboard our ship, while the three of us sail in the tri-hull and land planetside aboard a traveler. Personally, I’ve quite enjoyed riding in this ship. Freiots would be wise to adopt as much conclave technology as the organization wishes to share.”

Fetler wiggled gently in his seat and was pleased to feel it respond. Hissing contentedly, he commented, “Opal said something about nanites in our seats. Although, that might be conclave speak.”

After landing aboard the Freiot ship, the security head made one last try to convince the palladon to permit his team to accompany him. This time, he heard a direct order to obey, and he relented.

While the palladon and the ministers packed, Guelmer confirmed with his captains via a conference that they’d received the coordinates for the Yeret home world.

“The information appeared in our pilots’ databases, and our monitors displayed star maps with that system highlighted,” a captain reported. “Should we be concerned?”

“It wouldn’t do you any good,” Guelmer replied. “We’re discovering that the conclave possesses technology far beyond our capabilities. Furthermore, digital sentients comprise one of their many races. We’re also learning that they appear to be a benevolent organization.”

Guelmer’s words didn’t alleviate the captains’ fears. They wanted to believe that they maintained complete control of their ships. That digital entities could take charge of their systems did nothing but frighten them.

After boarding the traveler again for the transfer to the tri-hull, Fetler quietly eyed Guelmer and Soiter.

“Speak,” Guelmer requested, having caught the minister’s studied gaze.

“Our security team leader seems overambitious ... or was something else driving him?” Fetler asked as delicately as he could.

Guelmer, who sat across from the ministers, focused on Soiter.

“I’m of a similar opinion,” Soiter replied. “It was more than dedication to duty.”

“Speculate,” Guelmer requested, glancing at both ministers.

“We kept our intended travels out of the general news,” Soiter replied. “However, we felt free to inform ministers, aides, captains, and security.”

“Your point?” Guelmer pressed.

As Soiter seemed reluctant to voice his concern, Fetler volunteered, “Perhaps, not every Freiot is loyal to our race.”

“I presume that you’re indicating that the Utilimats have turned some Freiots to report valuable information,” Guelmer surmised. “Is this something that you reached together?”

Fetler and Soiter stared at each other in surprise.

Guelmer hissed. “I take those wide-eyed expressions for noes,” he remarked. “Has either of you spoken to other ministers about your suspicions?” Then he learned that several ministers shared Fetler and Soiter’s opinion.

“What if the problem goes beyond the exchange of information for credits?” Guelmer asked.

“Should we undertake a clandestine investigation to determine the extent of the problem?” Soiter asked.

“Only with the proper clearances,” Guelmer replied. “I don’t intend to be seen by our citizens as usurping their rights.”

“On another subject, what do you hope to accomplish during this visit to the Yeret home world?” Fetler asked.

Guelmer hissed amusedly. “Have any events of this visit failed to amaze you?” he asked, wiggling in his seat for punctuation.

The ministers responded with their own laughing hisses.

“It’s my thought that the Judimal Council is fully aware of what’s happening on the world we’re about to leave,” Guelmer continued. “In fact, I would hazard to say that they fully approved and probably supported it. So, what are the council’s intentions toward the conclave?”

When the ministers appeared taken aback, Guelmer added, “If we’re not careful, there’s the possibility that Freiots could be left out of a strong conclave-Monkfred-Yeret alliance.”
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YERET HOME WORLD

YOFFLET SYSTEM

Knowing the Yeret home world was close to their starting point, the palladon and the ministers prepared for a shorter journey than they’d endured from their home world to the Yeret world hosting the Monkfreds.

Soiter stretched his legs by walking the Trident’s central corridor. Then he chose to visit the bridge. He was greeted by a SADE, Primrose, who was modeled on her Pyrean matriarch. Realizing that the individual spoke his language impeccably, he assumed he was speaking to an entity similar to Julien.

“How long for our journey?” Soiter asked.

“By your home world’s cycles, we’ll be there in approximately one-and-a-half cycles,” Primrose replied. “Then we’ll make a short transit to place us nearer the inhabited world.”

Soiter was about to inquire how Primrose knew their home world’s cycle length, when the answer occurred to him. “Julien’s ship determined our cycles, didn’t it?” he queried.

“We call this ship’s format a Trident,” Primrose replied.

“And the large one throwing ice asteroids?” Soiter asked.

“A Quadrant,” Primrose responded.

“Did Julien have to perform the calculation from what was observed by our planet’s movement?” Soiter inquired.

“Unnecessary,” Primrose said. “My kind has spent centuries programming greater sophistication into our ships’ controllers. While these systems aren’t sentient, they’re only one order of magnitude less. For instance, the controller gathers data on every system we visit. Tens of thousands of data points are registered with every visit.”

“I would presume that amount of information makes a query of your databases challenging,” Soiter offered.

“Ask,” Primrose replied, sweeping an arm toward the bridge and signaling the controller to respond verbally to Soiter’s requests.

The officers kept their faces forward, but every one of them expressed secret smiles, and thoughts flew among them.

“Tell me about the Freiot home world,” Soiter asked.

“Specify the extent of data or the specific category required,” the controller returned.

“Climate,” Soiter requested, believing the data would have been difficult for the ship to collect.

In reply, the controller spooled off information about the planet’s surface conditions. Estimates about occupied and unoccupied percentages of land. Geographic conditions of land masses, mountains, and open water were also supplied.

At one point and feeling overwhelmed, Soiter said, “Thank you.”

“Would recommendations be appropriate?” the controller inquired.

“What kind of recommendations?” Soiter asked, intrigued by the offer.

“Database has a multitude of inhabited worlds,” the controller replied. “Conditions are known to make habitation optimal. Comparison is offered.”

Soiter glanced at Primrose.

“This is your opportunity to understand the conclave’s nature,” Primrose replied, and she motioned toward the bridge consoles again.

“Recommendations, please,” Soiter said, feeling foolish about requesting this kind of information from a machine.

“Freiot population has reached a tipping point,” the controller replied. “Steps should be taken within two decades to rebalance land development and population density.”

Soiter’s jaw dropped open, and his tongue flicked a few times in consternation.

“I take it that this subject is at the forefront in the minister’s concerns,” Primrose opined.

“It is,” Soiter replied. “I just can’t imagine that your ship visits for less than a cycle and automatically collects enough data to spot something that we’ve worked to understand for many annuals.”

“It’s not just the information,” Primrose pointed out. “It’s the historic data that has been compiled during our centuries of travel and shared. It makes analysis superbly accurate and efficient.”

Several officers turned and shared their grins.

Waving toward the officers, Primrose said, “They’ve seen our controllers investigated by many races. Our officers’ expressions demonstrate their reactions to the surprise they knew you would receive.”

Soiter realized that this must happen time and time again with conclave visitors. Rather than take it as a personal affront, he felt that he’d just shared a conclave tradition. He opened his mouth, extended his tongue to its full length, and hissed heavily.

Primrose smiled, which gave the officers free rein to applaud and laugh.

Soiter offered a Freiot salute. Then he retired to speak to Fetler in their small, shared cabin.

“Cramped quarters,” Fetler grumbled.

“We won’t be here long,” Soiter replied. Then he told Fetler of his conversation with Primrose, a SADE, and the ship’s controller.

Sitting on the lower bed, Fetler was stunned by the exchanges.

“The ship told you about our overpopulation problem?” Fetler queried.

“After less than a cycle of time collecting telemetry,” Soiter affirmed.

“I’ve news for you. It’s more amazing than that,” Fetler responded. “This isn’t the ship that visited our home world. I spoke with a crew member who explained that Julien was aboard a different tri-hull.”

“Trident,” Soiter absent-mindedly corrected. “That means these controllers must be programmed to share data whenever they cross paths.”

Soiter sat on the bed beside Fetler, and the two ministers were lost in thought about what the conclave took for granted and whose revelations would continue to stun Freiots.

On time, the Freiots felt the Trident’s exit from the dark, and they hurried to the bridge.

“Greetings,” Primrose quietly said to the guests. She held a finger to her lips and directed them to the side of the holo-vid display.

Soon the Trident made a short transit. When next it entered normal space, the Freiots waited anxiously for the reason for the silence.

It wasn’t long before their silent question was answered.

Visible in the holo-vid display were three Utilimat warships, which were under heavy acceleration to reach them.

<Pods rolling out,> the weapons officer reported. Not much later, he added, <Lance missiles launched from every warship.>

<Either the Utilimat captains are slow to learn, or they don’t receive reports about our other encounters,> Primrose remarked. She focused on Ophorous, inviting her to share.

<Most likely, it would be the latter,> Ophorous opined. <Captain Uferus and I didn’t receive communications from other Utilimat ships on patrol. All our messages originated from supreme forces headquarters.>

<Julien, if that’s true, then the maneuvers we performed at the Freiot home world should work well here,> Opal offered.

Immediately, Primrose accessed the details of that operation on the Trident’s controller. <Prepared to execute, Julien,> she sent privately.

<Opal, vary the maneuvers,> Julien sent. <Primrose, maintain safety protocols. Execute.>

The Freiots watched the lance missiles close on their ship. They’d never seen Utilimat armament headed toward them. However, the calm with which the conclave’s bridge members worked gave them a measure of confidence.

Again, the holo-vid blanked. It stayed dark for a short length of time, as the energy the Freiots felt indicated multiple transits.

Like a repeat of the action only a little while ago, three more Utilimat warships raced at them.

This time, the Trident accelerated toward the warships. To the Freiots, the velocity with which it closed was astounding.

Also, like before, the Utilimat warships prepared to launch missiles at the Trident. Then the holo-vid blanked again.

“What’s happening?” Guelmer inquired softly of Ophorous.

“Opal and Primrose are executing maneuvers that will force the warships to hold their fire for fear of hitting one another or the planet,” Ophorous explained. “If you were to watch this in real time, you would become nauseated.”

“What’s the purpose?” Soiter queried.

“Julien wishes to get close enough to the planet to speak with the Judimal Council without a significant lag in their conversation,” Ophorous replied.

“Then Julien is hoping the council will request the Utilimats stand down,” Fetler reasoned.

“Precisely,” Ophorous replied.

While Opal and Primrose frustrated the Utilimat captains, Julien used the protocols established on the Yeret-Monkfred planet to connect to the Yeret home world’s satellite ring. Soon, he was able to locate Yoscum. Conveniently, it was midmorning at the head councilor’s location.

Yoscum held up his hand to quiet the council, as he stared at his device.

“Councilor, apologies, I blocked your calls, as I usually do,” an aide quickly said.

Yoscum regarded the other councilors, and the entire council uttered breathless laughter.

“Julien?” Yoscum inquired, as he accepted the call.

<Greetings, Councilor Yoscum, I hope I’m not disturbing your routine,> Julien sent.

“Julien, knock on my apartment’s door in the middle of the night,” Yoscum invited. “You’ll be welcome.”

Julien laughed, which delighted the council.

Then Yoscum froze. “Julien, the Utilimat warships,” he said anxiously.

<At the moment, we’re keeping half of them occupied,> Julien replied. <However, we’d like you to tell the Utilimat captains to halt their actions. We’ve some special visitors for you.>

Yoscum breathlessly laughed. “A half annual ago, that mysterious statement might have made us fear what was coming. Now, we can’t wait to receive your gift. Please conference us, Julien.”

Julien linked his call with Yoscum to the bridges of the warships that Opal and Primrose had engaged.

“Utilimat warship captains, this is Judimal Council Head Yoscum. Cease operations against the tri-hull. Those aboard that ship are Yeret guests.”

“This is Commander Uderfret. We know that the Yerets haven’t the ability to conference our warships. Therefore, we assume the tri-hull has created this communication. As such, we’ll continue to treat the ship as hostile.”

Yoscum regarded his device as if it had bitten him. “Commander Uderfret, have you lost your reason? Yerets employ you. That means you must obey our directives.”

“We believe this is a trick employed by the occupants of the tri-hull, and we intend to defend the Yeret home world, as required by our contract,” Uderfret responded.

<Julien, the commander is recording this conversation so that he has deniability afterward,> Ophorous shared.

“Julien, if it’s possible to visit us without engaging the obstinate commander, that would be appreciated,” Yoscum sent. “If you prefer to retreat, we’ll visit you at the Yeret-Monkfred world.”

Ophorous spoke quietly to the Freiots, relaying the substance of the conference call. She could see the palladon’s agitation.

“Captain, I suppose it would make no difference if I was to enter the conversation,” Guelmer supposed.

Ophorous shook her head. “Sadly, Palladon Guelmer, the commander would pretend that it was another part of the trick he accuses us of performing.”

“What about visuals of us?” Fetler offered.

“If we follow what the captain is saying, the Utilimat commander will say the conclave manufactured our imagery or kidnapped us,” Guelmer replied.

“Just so,” Ophorous said.

Julien connected privately to the Trident captain. <I think the option belongs to you, Captain,> he sent. <You’re the one responsible for the safety of the crew and the passengers.>

The diminutive Jatouche eyed Julien, as she chittered. The captain had taken part in two dangerous operations against adversaries. In both cases, she’d required visits to her race’s invention ... medical repair tanks.

<Never did like to run from a fight,> the Jatouche captain returned.

<Our captain recommends we drop planetside,> Julien communicated. <And I appreciate her commitment to our efforts. Opal and Ophorous, get our guests aboard a cargo traveler. Primrose, you’ll remain aboard to support evasion techniques. I don’t want to see the Utilimats chase our traveler.>

Ophorous informed the Freiots of the decisions of the Trident captain and Julien.

Guelmer had a one-word response. It was, “Good,” which didn’t exactly thrill his ministers.

“Can we watch this maneuver?” Soiter queried nervously.

“Oh, yes,” Opal smiled enthusiastically. Then Ophorous and she ushered the Freiots below.

Julien communed with Primrose for a few ticks of time. Then he followed the group to a bay.

When the traveler was ready to launch, Primrose applied maximum acceleration to the Trident, draining the grav energy banks. She calculated the approach of the first three warships coming to the aid of the second set that the Trident had engaged.

Primrose determined the six Utilimat ships would meet on the same planet’s side. Therefore, she spun the Trident ninety degrees to the tangent described by the trios of Utilimat ships. As she circled the planet, she closed toward it.

With the warships on the opposite side of the world, Opal launched from the bay and dropped quickly toward the surface.

The Freiots had absorbed the Trident’s maneuver to evade the Utilimat warships. It was incomprehensible to them that the Utilimats hadn’t recognized conclave ships’ superior capabilities and attempted to form an alliance. Instead, the Utilimats remained belligerent.

Now they watched the dark of space give way to thin atmosphere at an astounding speed. Soon, the atmosphere thickened, and they flew through a storm that obscured telemetry.

“How does Opal know when she’ll reach the ground?” Fetler inquired quietly of Ophorous.

“Remember, Minister, Opal is a digital sentient. I can only imagine the number of techniques and calculations that she’s performed to ensure we’re safe,” Ophorous return. “And don’t forget. Julien is aboard.”

Fetler felt more secure hearing the latter point than the former. He made a mental note to stay close to the conclave leader.

<Greetings, Yoscum,> Julien sent. <We’re achieving both of our goals. We’re inbound, and the six Utilimat ships are chasing our Trident. I’ve Palladon Guelmer and two of his ministers aboard, and they’re anxious to meet you.>

The council, which was still in session, applauded, the sounds reaching Julien.

“I’m pleased to say, Julien, that you exceeded my imagination,” Yoscum replied. “We’re at our capitol building. This is the most appropriate place to greet your auspicious guests. Can you locate us?”

<We’ll be there shortly,> Julien sent. <Is the storm on you?>

“It’ll be here soon,” Yoscum replied.

<Then we’ll attempt to get ahead of it,> Julien replied.

With the Trident’s telemetry and that from her traveler, Opal had a vector to direct her ship, and she drove it through the storm. It was severe enough to buffet the ship.

Focusing on the Freiots, Julien said, “We’ve never lost a traveler to atmospheric conditions. Although, some circumstances have taught us that improvements were required.”

About the time that Julien spoke, the traveler shot ahead of the fierce winds, and the ship steadied.

<Major city on the horizon,> Opal shared. Moments later, she added, <Significant stately building in the city center. That would appear to be the Yerets’ capitol building.>

<Hover in front of it,> Julien instructed. Connecting to Yoscum, he sent, <Please be so kind as to find a view to the front of your building. Do we have the right location?>

The councilors bolted out of their chairs, exited the conference room, raced down the hall past the reception center, and ran to the view through extensive windows. From their building’s top floor, the councilors could look on the wide boulevard that led to the capitol building. This time, a traveler hovered above the boulevard, stopping transports and pedestrians.

“I presume Opal pilots you, Julien,” Yoscum said into his comm device.

<She does,> Julien responded.

“She’s an unerring navigational sense,” Yoscum pronounced. “An aide will meet you at the building’s entrance and usher you and your party through security.”

<We appear to be a hindrance to vehicle and foot traffic,> Julien sent. <How about a rear entrance?>

“We’d have appreciated our citizens seeing your entrance, but I wouldn’t wish to see accidents due to your extraordinary appearance,” Yoscum said. “The aide will meet you at the building’s rear.”

The head councilor dispatched an aide, who flew down the hall to the elevators.

Then Yoscum turned and grinned at the other councilors. They erupted into a celebration more akin to children learning they would have a party.

The aides behind the reception center hid their grins at the councilors’ antics.

When the elevator opened on the top floor to admit Julien and Ophorous first, the councilors barely contained themselves. They waited until the entire group exited the car. Then they hurried to grip Julien and Ophorous by their shoulders and welcome them to the Yeret home world.

There was the briefest of pauses as the Yerets and Freiots regarded each other. Then that passed. Their greetings resembled the reunion of old friends.

From behind the group, Opal sent, <Good decision by our Jatouche captain to drop us planetside. This looks to be a done event.>

Julien, Ophorous, and Opal were left in the wake of the Yerets, as they urged the Freiots toward the conference room.

Both races had learned the other’s language, which meant translations were unnecessary.

Questions flew back and forth about each race’s difficulties with the Utilimats. This phase of the discussion often had Yerets or Freiots waving a hand at Julien or Ophorous.

The Yerets were pleased to hear the Freiots had visited with the Monkfreds, and both races laughed at the Freiots’ revelations that the Monkfreds weren’t as described by the Utilimats.

At one point, Ophorous excused herself, and Opal followed.

<You appear disappointed,> Opal shared with Ophorous.

<I expected that we’d have to resolve some critical issues, and it seems I’m entirely ancillary,> Ophorous replied.

<I’ve studied the Omnians’ and the conclave’s histories extensively,> Opal responded. <It strikes me that crisis events are often followed by lulls that are punctuated by nothing more than negotiations and trade.>

<And the Omnians and the conclave probably never knew what was next,> Ophorous mused.

<Just so,> Opal replied. <Our Trident captain is risking her crew and ship to evade six dangerous warships to give us this opportunity. That we’re having success on the surface is a testament to the captain’s courage.>

<Apologies, Opal, I was thinking of myself,> Ophorous returned. <This event is evident of the conclave’s nature. Each individual contributes when they can. The rest must remain patient.>

<Don’t be hard on yourself, Captain,> Opal counseled. <Every sister in this area of space had to come to the same understanding.>

<Was each of your kind successful with the transition?> Ophorous inquired.

<Most, but not all,> Opal lamented. <Those of us who have embraced the conclave have never regretted it.>

<What do you like the most about the conclave?> Ophorous asked. She felt a finger poke her shoulder, and she glanced at Opal, who wore a grin.

Ophorous nickered. She understood the implication. As she’d repeatedly heard it from the SADEs, biologicals kept them intrigued.

Suddenly, Opal and Ophorous received an emergency ping from the traveler. The ship was too far away from the pilot to locate a comm ID or implant to relay a message. Instead, it had broadcast a powerful signal meant to be picked up by any capable individual.

Opal sprinted for the elevator. She overrode panel protocols and brought the car to her floor.

Ophorous shot through the closing doors in time to be able to join Opal.

<Apologies, Captain, priorities,> Opal sent.

<Understood. Traveler message and Julien,> Ophorous responded, and Opal nodded.

At the lobby floor, Opal was a blur as she exited through doors to reach the building’s rear.

Ophorous could only run so fast, but she was able to maintain her link with the sister, which is why she received Opal’s order to stop.

<Captain, you’re my relay to Julien, if it’s required,> Opal sent. <Head back toward the lobby, but make sure that we remain connected.>

Opal requested the traveler’s message, and she heard the Jatouche captain warn Julien that Utilimat shuttles were dropping planetside. They were headed for the city where the traveler had landed.

The captain’s final words were, <You probably have about two conclave hours before the shuttle occupants reach your building. However, I wouldn’t trust that estimate.>

<Captain, deliver that message to Julien,> Opal sent.

<Understood,> Ophorous replied. As it was, Julien and she had lost their link. The height of the building and the layers of thick construction material blocked their signals.

To Ophorous, the elevator seemed to take forever to arrive, and she reminded herself that there was plenty of time. Somehow, that thought didn’t comfort her.

By the time the car arrived at the top floor, Ophorous’s link with Julien was restored. She stepped into the broad corridor to relay the message, which Julien casually acknowledged.

In the conference room, Julien politely interrupted the animated discussions. “My apologies,” he said, speaking in the Yeret language. “However, you’ve several Utilimat shuttles landing outside this city. They’re probably here to interrupt the proceedings by claiming that the conclave members must be arrested.”

Julien let the conference attendees discuss their options.

“Julien,” Yoscum said, “we don’t wish to sound ungrateful, but do you think if you left, with our guests remaining behind, that the situation would be defused?”

“I think the Utilimat commander will feel that his prize has slipped through his hand, and he might interfere with this conference under some other pretense,” Julien replied.

“We’re earnest that we continue our talks,” Palladon Guelmer said to Julien. Facing Yoscum, he added, “Councilor, do you have the means to keep the Utilimats at the landing pad or at least out of this building?”

Turning to Ophorous, Yoscum inquired, “Captain, what would the crew have as personal weapons?”

“Neither Captain Uferus nor I have ever issued any sort of weapon to our crews,” Ophorous replied. “As far as I know, arming a Utilimat crew has never happened. There’s been no reason for it.”

The Freiots and the Yerets regarded Julien, waiting for his advice.

“I see other options,” Julien commented, which pleased his audience to hear they had choices and made them nervous that they’d have to make a choice. “You can use numerous Yeret security agents to bar the Utilimat crews from entering this building. Likewise, you could deploy the security forces at the landing pad. Although, this would have a greater chance of creating a fight. Here, at the capitol building, even citizens might want to take part and reinforce your security. Finally, our traveler could prevent the Utilimat shuttles from landing.”

“Wouldn’t that last option antagonize the Utilimat commander to a greater extent?” Yoscum inquired.

“I’m sure it would,” Julien replied. “However, it would demonstrate to the commander that landing on a Yeret world requires Yeret permission.”

“Come to think of it, it does, but the Utilimats have never bothered to be so polite,” a councilor remarked.

“Don’t feel you’re alone in that,” Soiter commented. “They treat us the same way.”

“Julien, there’s the possibility that the shuttles won’t land if they see our traveler lift and make for the Trident,” Ophorous offered.

“That’s a good idea, Captain,” Guelmer declared. “If the traveler joins the Trident and you sail away, then Yeret security might not be needed.”

“If they are needed, we’ll deploy them,” Yoscum stated adamantly.

“However, Julien, we’d appreciate it if you’d wait for our ships to arrive and communicate the events here,” Fetler requested.

“Julien, we’ll continue our discussions, which I believe will create a strong alliance,” Guelmer said. Then, appearing a little guilty, he added, “However, I fear that our decisions will lead us to request that you extricate us from Utilimat dominance.”

Julien smiled gently. “It’s a request that the conclave has always honored,” he said.

Around the conference, the Yerets and the Freiots breathed sighs of relief.

<Time to go, Captain,> Julien sent. Then the pair turned as one and made for the exit.

“I’m amazed how the conclave members move with such synchronicity,” Soiter remarked, which made the Yerets laugh breathlessly.

“Has no one told you?” a councilor queried. “Conclave biologicals carry implants in their heads, which allow them to communicate seamlessly with one another, including the SADEs.”

Another councilor added, “Without an implant, a biological can’t fly a traveler or query conclave controllers without support.”

“But Captain Ophorous is an Utilimat,” Soiter objected.

“An early adopter,” Yoscum commented, “which has made her especially helpful to Judimal Yathal. That she chose to receive an implant convinced Captain Uferus to get one.”

“She doesn’t make a point of informing us,” Fetler noted.

“Do you wave your comm device under the noses of others?” Yoscum inquired. “To conclave members, it’s a tool like any other.”

When Opal’s link with Julien and Ophorous resumed, she ceased running multiple scenarios to delay the landing of the Utilimat shuttles.

<We’re making for the Trident,> Julien sent to Opal, <and I want to be seen.>

Then Julien connected to the Jatouche captain and explained what he needed from her.

With her passengers aboard, Opal shot for space on a trajectory that would take the ship past a pair of shuttles, making orbit in tandem. In fact, she flew the traveler between them, allowing her atmospheric disturbance to rattle the shuttles.

<I believe that will satisfy my request, Opal,> Julien remarked dryly.

<There was always the possibility that the pilots weren’t paying attention to their telemetry data,> Opal offered.

When Ophorous nickered, Julien shared, <Don’t encourage her,> which only made Ophorous laugh harder.

The Jatouche captain broke off her game of chase with the six Utilimat warships. Truth be told, she and her bridge crew were exhausted.

Primrose plotted an intercept with Opal’s traveler, and the Trident pilot allowed the controller to execute the maneuver.

The two ships met nearly halfway around the planet. After Opal boarded the Trident, the captain requested Primrose execute her second maneuver. Then the tri-hull accelerated and made to exit the Yofflet system on a course that exposed the ship to the Utilimat warships.

However, seeing the tri-hull fleeing gave the Utilimat commander a great deal of satisfaction, and he ordered his ships to hold fire. Then he recalled his shuttles.

The commander would never know that Julien would meet with the four Freiot ships and share what had transpired above and on the Yeret home world.

The Freiot captains waited two full cycles. Then their ships accelerated and transited to the Yofflet system. On their arrival, the captains heard from Palladon Guelmer that the meeting with the Yeret Council would continue for a few more cycles.

Two individuals were incensed by the lengthy meeting of the Yeret and Freiot leaders. It was obvious that one of them was the Utilimat commander. Surprisingly or unsurprisingly, the other individual was the palladon’s head of security.
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27: Tarbar’s Advice

JUMANUS HOME WORLD

GRAGETH’S OLD TERRITORY

Inquisitor Tarbar, who’d fled with his companions from Imperium, had chosen to return with Admiral Cordelia to Jumanus. At this time, Tarbar was the only Krackus aboard the Quadrant.

For safety’s sake, Captain Nira Racine had the Nyslara make a single transit to the Jumanus world, which hosted the dual races of Gorders and Jumans. With Grageth’s ex-territory entirely dominated by the conclave, Cordelia had staged the most recent collection of Tridents and freighters here before sending them to overtake another Krackus territory.

By Cordelia’s count, the multiple fleets had liberated four territories, either sending peacekeeper patrol fleets running for Imperium or destroying the battleships of commanders who failed to heed the warning. Now, she waited for the next batch of warships and freighters to accumulate.

Tarbar had been left alone to wander the ship and think about his present circumstances.

<Is there anything that we can do to help Tarbar?> Nira had queried Cordelia.

<Tarbar is an unusual Krackus,> Cordelia replied. <I believe he carries a great deal of remorse for his part in the incarceration of many races. Yet, he’s a Krackus who is loyal to his race.>

<But not the Imperium,> Nira suggested.

<And that is what I think Tarbar must face,> Cordelia responded. <It requires separating the Imperium government’s actions from that of Krackus citizens, whom he’ll want to help.>

About eight cycles after the Nyslara had arrived at Jumanus, Tarbar approached Cordelia, who was on the bridge. “Admiral, I wish to end my isolation,” he said. “I think that can best begin by adopting an implant as Korvath has done. What must I do to acquire one?”

“Nira, escort Tarbar to the medical suite to receive an implant,” Cordelia said.

Nira was surprised by the request, but she suspected that Cordelia had something in mind. Attempting her best imitation of Krackus, she said, “Follow me, Tarbar.”

The pair walked quietly while they traversed the length of the ship.

As they neared the medical suite, Tarbar inquired, “Will it hurt?”

“No, not at all,” Nira soothed. She saw Tarbar nod his understanding, but his orbs belied his concerns.

Tarbar was quickly but gently placed on a surgical table. He had the look of someone expecting to be killed, and his expression gave Nira some insight into the inquisitor’s tormented mind.

While Tarbar was under the inducer’s influence, Nira linked with Cordelia. <We’ll need a trainer for Tarbar,> she sent.

<Captain, you’ve proved to be a most valuable individual in your handling of the sisters,> Cordelia shared. <Who but the conclave’s Storyteller would be a better teacher for Tarbar?>

<Which is why you had me lead Tarbar to the medical suite,> Nira surmised.

<Tarbar represents an extremely useful asset, but he needs to come to that conclusion by himself. In that regard, he needs a sympathetic teacher,> Cordelia responded. <Before Tarbar was put under, did you learn something about him?>

<Yes, I did, but I think that should be kept private,> Nira replied.

<And that is why you should train him, Nira. In this situation, your empathies are paramount,> Cordelia replied.

When the admiral dropped the link, Nira knew there was no use arguing. Furthermore, she knew her task wasn’t just training. She had to help Tarbar find his path forward much as she’d done for the sisters.

Tarbar woke and stared at the two med techs surrounding him. Like the hundreds of millions before him, he was worried as to what might have gone wrong with the operation.

“You’re done,” Nira said, extending a hand to help him.

Tarbar sat up gingerly, as if he expected his head to explode.

“Are you seeking to be punished?” Nira inquired.

“There are few Krackus as deserving as me,” Tarbar replied.

“Maybe we should find some way for you to redeem your right to live a new life,” Nira suggested. She saw a flicker of hope in Tarbar’s orbs before it dimmed. “Come,” she said, easing him off the table. “We must talk about your training.”

“Who will assist me?” Tarbar asked.

“The entire crew played a game of chance, and I lost,” Nira lamented.

Tarbar’s crest momentarily fluttered up and down. Then he gurgled humorously. “The admiral is most generous,” he commented.

Nira laid out the training regimen, and she was relieved that Tarbar followed the requirements closely. Within three cycles, Tarbar and she had covered much of the material that the newly implanted would typically take five to six cycles to adopt.

In a conversation with Cordelia, Nira shared, <Tarbar is extremely disciplined, and he has an agile mind.>

<Have you released him?> Cordelia inquired.

<I told him he could start exploring,> Nira returned. <However, he must limit his use to four hours a cycle for the next two or three cycles.>

<He’s on the controller,> Cordelia shared. <The first thing he selected for download was a Con Fed-Krackus translation app. Now, he’s exploring our history.>

Immediately, Nira had the controller inform her of the length of time Tarbar was linked to it.

<This is better than I anticipated,> Cordelia commented.

<That Tarbar wants to understand his place in the scheme of things?> Nira offered.

<Just so,> Cordelia replied. <The implant allows him to independently pursue information, which will give him ideas.>

Nira talked about Tarbar until she noted that he was approaching his connection limit. Then she excused herself.

Tapping at Tarbar’s cabin door, Nira found that he’d downloaded the control app for the doors. <Well done,> she sent, as the door slid aside.

<This is an amazing tool,> Tarbar shared excitedly.

<Time’s up,> Nira pointed out.

<My internal chronometer notified me,> Tarbar replied. <However, it’s difficult to stop.>

<Do you enjoy debilitating headaches severe enough to take you to your knees?> Nira asked.

<You’ve mentioned them before,> Tarbar pointed out.

When Nira stood in front of him without saying or sending a word, Tarbar acquiesced.

During the next two cycles, Cordelia and Nira noted that Tarbar used every bit of his allowed time to delve into the controller. When Nira released him from the routine, he spent so much time on the ship’s massive databases that crew members were sent to escort him to mealtimes or for exercise routines.

About eleven cycles after Tarbar received his implant, he linked to Cordelia and Nira. <I’d like some of your time, Admiral Cordelia and Captain Racine.>

<We’re available now,> Cordelia replied, and sent him the location of a small conference room.

When Tarbar met with the pair, he sent, <I’d like to say thank for your generous gift of the implant. Furthermore, Admiral, I commend you for choosing the captain as my trainer. She deserves to be called Storyteller, as she epitomizes the best of biologicals.>

Cordelia wasn’t an entity to be surprised, but she couldn’t help replying, <If you’ll excuse us, we’re waiting for Tarbar to join us.>

<I’ve taken the captain’s words to heart,> Tarbar returned, his crest flattening on his neck signaling humbleness. <I seek a way to redeem myself.>

<What did you wish to speak with us about?> Nira inquired, shifting the conversation’s topic.

Tarbar’s crest rose fully upright. <I’ve an idea for the conclave that might be extremely effective,> he sent.

<We’re intrigued,> Nira replied.

<I dearly want to end the deaths of foolish Krackus imperators who command our peacekeepers,> Tarbar sent. <I can tell you that your present methods will take much longer to bring the assembly to the bargaining table than you think.>

<Why is that?> Cordelia asked.

<You’ve not spent enough time with the assembly to understand how the executors act when they’re together on the dais,> Tarbar explained. <While they might believe they think independent of the group, they’re acutely aware of which way the assembly will vote on a given subject. As such, there’s often a tendency to follow the majority. Only the strongest hold out.>

<Like Gaketork, Rebtar, and Dakargk,> Nira offered.

<You’ve named the three leaders who are able to sway the assembly,> Tarbar responded.

<Are you suggesting you’ve a better way for us to influence the executors?> Cordelia queried.

<I’m saying that your actions are meant to directly achieve that aim,> Tarbar qualified. <I believe that you’ll be successful, but I’m here to offer an additional path that might accelerate you achieving your goal.>

<Educate us,> Nira coaxed.

<The assembly might make the laws and dictate to the Krackus, but their domination is only made absolute by the control of Imperium media,> Tarbar explained. <There’s only a single media outlet. It broadcasts on Imperium and is relayed to every Krackus world.>

<Are you saying that there isn’t independent media on the other Krackus worlds?> Nira inquired.

<The world manager’s offices allow local information to be broadcast, but it must conform to strict guidelines,> Tarbar continued. <The local broadcasts are mixed with that which is received from Imperium.>

<Then Krackus citizens never hear the true nature of their empire’s condition,> Cordelia surmised.

<No, they don’t. All they receive are Imperium lies,> Tarbar lamented.

<You must have an idea how to circumvent the problem,> Nira encouraged.

Tarbar’s crest fluttered on full, and he gurgled. <I do,> he sent. <Jegstrat was the first planet that Imperium settled. After Imperium, it’s the most populous and is responsible for supplying much of the processed items that Imperium citizenry need. I wonder what Jegstrat citizens would think if they heard an alternate voice.>

<How do you expect to accomplish this?> Cordelia asked. Despite her dubiousness, she was careful to keep her tones neutral.

<On the captain’s ancient home world, there was a technique referred to as pirate radio. Although, I must admit I failed to understand the origin of the term pirate,> Tarbar replied. <You have the ability to create a portable comm station. I could broadcast to Jegstrat’s satellite ring.>

<Tarbar, our ships would be spotted as the source of the broadcasts,> Nira explained gently. <That would defeat exactly what you’re hoping to achieve.>

Nira noted that Tarbar’s orbs dwelt calmly on her. <Apologies, Tarbar,> she sent. <Apparently, I’ve not allowed you to fully communicate your idea.>

<Not a problem, Captain,> Tarbar replied. <You’ve been extremely patient with me. In that regard, I owe you.> When he saw that he had the admiral’s and the captain’s attention, he continued, <You would be making a run at the planet at night. A traveler would drop me at a location I designate, which reminds me that I would need an asset.>

<An asset?> Cordelia queried.

<I’ll be hiring the services of an independent agent, and I can’t use my own credits. The transfers could be easily tracked,> Tarbar explained.

<What’s an independent agent?> Nira inquired.

<This is someone who operates outside the law,> Tarbar explained. <Often companies, wealthy individuals, and, occasionally, executors use their services to accomplish tasks.>

<Can these agents be trusted?> Nira inquired solicitously.

<Your concern is appreciated, Captain,> Tarbar returned. <The individual I have in mind is known for his discretion. His patriarch was in the business. However, he won’t be cheap. Therefore, I need an easily negotiated asset.>

<What would you suggest?> Cordelia asked.

<Can you manufacture translucent stones?> Tarbar queried.

<Assuredly,> Cordelia. <Some races refer to them as gemstones.> Her holo-vid displayed an assortment of precious stones from many worlds.

<Exquisite,> Tarbar replied. <However, this is an image of the stones Krackus prize for decoration.> Then he used his device to show some images. <My race calls them firelights.>

<Do you have the mineral makeup?> Cordelia inquired.

<Indeed,> Tarbar replied, and he scrolled to a page detailing the firelight’s mineral structure.

<A few large ones or many small ones?> Cordelia asked.

<The largest known firelight is only this big,> Tarbar responded, using two feather-covered digits to demonstrate the size. <I would think about twenty firelights close to this size would make the agent’s orbs bulge and handle any costs that should arise.>

<So, we drop you. Then what?> Nira pressed.

<I must meet the agent and make a deal,> Tarbar explained. <When you drop me, you must hide a comm station that I can use to relay information to you. After I consummate the agreement, you’ll return, move the comm station into a vehicle, and link it to the Jegstrat’s satellite ring.>

<What is the agent’s name?> Cordelia queried.

<Agents don’t work that way,> Tarbar corrected. <You have to know the means by which you can contact them. I’ve that method for this agent. On contact, you must verify your identity. If accepted, then you explain the nature of the contract and the means by which you’ll pay for their services. Only then will the agent assign a name for your operation. That’s the name by which you’ll refer to them.>

<The comm station is in the vehicle. What happens next?> Nira inquired.

<I drive the vehicle on irregular routes and share what I know with the citizens,> Tarbar sent, shrugging his shoulders, as if that were the easy part.

Cordelia regarded Tarbar carefully. <I don’t mean this to sound disrespectful, Tarbar, but why should the citizens believe you?>

Tarbar gurgled and tapped his temple. <I possess many secrets,> he sent. <My messages will have the citizens wondering and asking questions of the world manager’s offices. In time, they’ll become frustrated by the inadequate responses and demand answers.>

<If you believe you’re in danger of being caught, or you’re suddenly taken into custody, you only have to inform us. Your rescue will be immediate,> Nira promised.

<Perhaps, not for a cycle or two, Captain,> Tarbar sent. <It will be good to let the citizens know that it was a pirate Krackus behind the broadcasts.>

<That’s dangerous,> Cordelia warned. <The comm station might be shut down, which would mean that we would lose contact with you. Then we wouldn’t be able to locate you.>

<I’ll be incarcerated in the underground floors of the world manager’s offices, Admiral,> Tarbar replied. <This is the risk that will be necessary to waken the populace to the assembly’s cowardly behavior. Furthermore, if anything untoward happens to me, it will be my penance.>

Nira frowned. Then she sent, <We’re not seeking a martyr.>

<And I appreciate that, Captain,> Tarbar shared. <I’ve just adopted a wonderful implant, and I look forward to using it. I’m sure there are many more conclave marvels that I’ll enjoy possessing.>

Tarbar watched the admiral and the captain silently regard him. Now that he had an implant, he could imagine the rapidity with which the conversation was taking place between the pair.

Nira’s sigh signaled the end of her communications with Cordelia. Addressing Tarbar, she sent, <This is a risky venture of which you’re better acquainted than us. If you believe you have a chance of achieving significant results with the citizens, then we’ll support your plan.>

Tarbar spent the next few cycles explaining his plan to Cordelia and a few SADEs, who posed question after question to understand the operation’s nuances. It was refined until each of them knew not only the plan’s final version but also the possible alternatives.

On the fourth cycle, Nira waited until Tarbar finished his midday meal. She appreciated that his implant allowed him to sit and converse with crew members.

When Tarbar’s tray was whisked away by a burly Hyronzy, Nira approached him with a moderately sized bag. Then she dumped the bag’s contents on the dining table. Nearly two kilos of firelights filled the space between them.

Crew members crowded around to select gemstones and hold them to the overhead lights.

Tarbar picked up one and studied it. <Exquisite artisanship,> he commented. Staring at the gemstones spread across the table, he added, <I believe the requested number was twenty.>

<There’s a great deal of variety here,> Nira explained. <Pick out forty of the best examples as perceived by citizens. Then put twenty of them in each of these pouches.> She placed a slender belt with two pouches atop the firelights.

Tarbar focused on the belt and pouches, and he gurgled. They were artfully disguised with feathers. <I’ll appear to have put on some weight. How indulgent of me.>

Nira laughed at Tarbar’s quip, but she was unsettled. It was the same feeling she experienced when she worked with the sisters. Others might have been worried about their success, for the sake of their reputation, but Nira’s empathic core was strong. Her concern was for those she taught. She dearly wanted all of them to be successful.

When Tarbar, SADEs, and Nira pronounced that they were satisfied with the operation’s plan, a comm station was loaded on a traveler.

<Admiral, I need to journey with Tarbar,> Nira sent.

<I thought you might suggest that,> Cordelia returned. <My first thought was to remind you of your duties, but that seemed unfair to you. Therefore, I’ll compromise with you. The overall operation will be under your command. That means you captain the Trident. However, you’re not to board the traveler to drop planetside with Tarbar.>

<I accept your compromise under one condition,> Nira shared.

Cordelia was relieved that the general idea had been accepted. <Ask,> she directed.

<If Tarbar is taken into custody, then I must be free to do whatever is necessary to recover him,> Nira sent.

As this was exactly what Cordelia expected to hear, she knew better than to deny the request. If she did, Nira would disobey her to rescue Tarbar, and then she would be forced to discipline her. That was something she hoped would never come to pass.

<Agreed,> Cordelia shared reluctantly.

As Nira packed for the trip, she noted that crew assignments had already been completed by Cordelia. She’d received some of the most experienced crew members aboard the Nyslara. She smiled, as she thought, It’s a wonder Senior Captain Dominique D’Arcy isn’t part of my operation’s complement.

After the final meeting, Tarbar had returned to his cabin. When he entered, the door closed behind him without a signal. Then the cabin lights faded to be replaced by a firelight’s glow. It sat on a pedestal on the small table, and it was the size of his fist.

A small, printed card in Krackus lay next to the astounding gemstone. It said, “This is for your dedication to bring peace to your empire. Please make every effort to return and enjoy it. Nira.”

Tears flowed from Tarbar’s orbs. As he wiped them away, he struggled to remember the last time he cried. Amazingly, he believed it was when he was a fledgling.

Tucking the card in a pouch, he finished packing and made for the traveler his implant indicated.

Boarding the ship, Tarbar saw that the seats were nearly filled. Also, he recognized that the crew members were the Quadrant’s senior members. They motioned him forward to a front row seat.

In Tarbar’s life, he’d never felt this close to others. It was pure irony that there wasn’t a single Krackus among the races.

The traveler landed aboard a Trident, and the traveler’s passengers emptied the ship to be replaced by the Trident’s crew.

As the Trident captain passed Tarbar, he sent, <May the stars protect you.>

That the Trident captain was leaving gave Tarbar pause. He wondered who would replace the New Terran. Thinking none of the traveler’s passengers qualified, he believed the individual must have piloted the traveler. So, he waited.

The pilot’s cabin door opened, but the heavy-worlder Trident captain blocked the view. Then the two individuals sidled past each other, and Tarbar saw Nira striding toward him, with a grin on her face.

<I’ve already cried once today over your gift, Captain. You’re going to make me do it again,> he sent.

<Nonsense,> Nira sent. <I’m here to protect the Trident and the traveler. These ships cost the conclave a hefty number of credits.>

Nira’s quip made Tarbar gurgle, and he returned, <I’ll endeavor not to risk them inadvertently. I wouldn’t want the admiral to charge you for the loss of either one of them.>

It was Nira’s turn to laugh. She placed a companionly arm around Tarbar’s slender shoulders, and the pair exited the bay into the corridor. Next destination — Jegstrat, a Krackus world.

OceanofPDF.com


28: Independent Agent

JEGSTRAT

SETTLED KRACKUS WORLD

The flight to Jegstrat was quick. At least, that’s the way it felt to Tarbar. He had to admit that it didn’t matter how long the journey would have taken. It would always have been too quick.

When they were planning the operation, it seemed easy to be brave about the risks. Now the possibility of capture and incarceration was more real than it had been.

What Tarbar hadn’t shared with the conclave was that he knew the atrocities that had taken place in the cells of the Imperium decreed. The more the decreed had angered an executor, the more likely that they would never have made Helgart. He knew that broadcasting anti-Imperium messages was a guarantee of an Imperium decree. That he had been an inquisitor meant that he’d never leave his cell alive. His fervent hope was for one of two things. Either Captain Racine would enable his rescue. If that wasn’t possible, he wished that they would end him mercifully.

<Tarbar,> Sossdest, a SADE sent. <I’ll be the point individual for your initial drop and follow-up.>

<Then you’ll be responsible for the comm station and its implementation,> Tarbar surmised.

<The traveler’s complement will comprise SADEs only,> Sossdest sent. <We must move quickly. Our apologies for any disturbance we cause you by moving you quickly.>

<If you’re keeping me safe, you can hang me by my ankle,> Tarbar retorted.

<That’s good that you said that …> Sossdest returned before he paused, which had the Krackus gurgling and the Sylian coughing.

The Trident had exited the dark, and the telemetry update was complete.

With the assistance of the SADEs, Nira planned her approach to the inhabited planet.

When the chronometer finished its countdown, the controller executed its program. The Trident accelerated, entered the dark, and it made a short transit to exit below the ecliptic in alignment with Jegstrat.

Then Nira took command, and the Trident shot toward the planet.

Tarbar was aboard the traveler in the Trident’s bay. His companions sat around him, and Sossdest was in the pilot’s seat.

Sitting beside Tarbar, a SADE displayed the planet’s surface.

Tarbar found Jegstrat’s capital city on the planet’s face, which was a brilliant display of lights in the night.

<Target city located. Prepared to launch,> Sossdest shared.

Throughout the ship, last-minute preparations were completed. With the traveler’s ramp closed and the bay vacated, the space was depressurized.

Using Sossdest’s image of the target city, Nira took a tangential approach to the planet. She intended to allow Sossdest to drop quickly into the atmosphere and slow his descent to prevent heating the shell.

Through his link to Nira, Sossdest observed her trajectory. It wasn’t what had been decided in the planning. Then again, he wasn’t about to argue with Captain Racine, especially because he preferred her choice.

<Now, Sossdest,> Nira sent in a cool calm thought.

The traveler slid out of the bay. The Trident had imparted a tremendous velocity to the traveler, and Sossdest slowed the ship. Then he sought a section of dense atmosphere to hide his descent.

Tarbar had marked a section of the city’s outskirts as his drop location. He’d noted to Sossdest that there were abandoned warehouses and office buildings there.

The SADEs searched for a section that had little traffic, and they located two areas with almost nothing moving, no transports or pedestrians.

Sossdest dropped the ship swiftly. There were three warehouses clustered in a rectangle, which suited their purpose. The traveler settled among derelict heavy transports, nicely hiding the ship.

When the ramp lowered, a SADE lightly touched Tarbar’s chest to stop his exit and sent, <Ser, your safety is paramount. Allow us some time to investigate the area.>

Tarbar nodded, and the SADEs vacated the main cabin at a speed that Tarbar still found difficult to believe.

Sossdest left the pilot cabin and stood alongside Tarbar. <Any second thoughts?> the SADE inquired.

Tarbar gurgled darkly. <By now, I think the number is far higher than that,> he riposted.

<Truly,> Sossdest replied, sharing a smile that exposed the fangs that marked his patriarch’s race.

After a quarter hour, Sossdest shared, <The area is deserted, and we’ve found a good place for the comm station. Be ready to move.>

The SADEs returned to the traveler, and the group, except for one individual, hefted the comm station. After navigating the ramp, they strode rapidly toward a warehouse.

The SADE who remained behind hefted a cumbersome package and followed the comm station.

<Apologies, Tarbar,> was all that Sossdest sent before he picked up the Krackus and ran after the others.

Tarbar knew they were moving quickly due to the ruffling of his feathers, but he couldn’t feel the pounding of Sossdest’s feet. It was another reminder of the unique features of the conclave’s digital sentients.

The comm station was activated, and a round cot with personal resources was placed between the station and the back wall.

<Good fortune, Tarbar,> Sossdest sent. Then he was gone.

Tarbar felt each SADE lightly touch him as they swiftly passed him.

It was the middle of the night, and Tarbar chose to eat a little food from his supplies and lie down. However, his sleep was restless, and he appreciated the break of starlight.

After a brief interlude to eat, Tarbar picked up his comm device and located a contact that he hadn’t spoken to in many annuals. As he stared at the information, his implant shared it with the comm station, which was received by the Trident.

Sossdest completed the call by using a singular channel within Jegstrat’s satellites.

The agent, who had been last known as Dasskirt, regarded one of his unregistered devices. Accepting the call, he said, “Speak.”

<We’ve not communicated in a while,> Tarbar sent. Then he shared the details of two operations that the agent had performed for him, including the names that he’d used. There was a pause, and Tarbar could imagine the agent was addressing his records to ensure there was a data match.

“Identity accepted,” the agent said. “Is this a job?”

<Yes, a significant one,> Tarbar replied.

“Call me Gantry,” the agent said.

<This is an extended operation, and you’ll be required to work with me for many cycles,> Tarbar explained.

“That’s a great deal of exposure,” Gantry pointed out, which Tarbar knew was agent speak for addressing the price of the job.

<Understood,> Tarbar firmly stated. His implant received an account number and the number of credits requested. He gurgled, knowing that this was what he’d expected. <I don’t have credits,> he sent. <I’ve an alternate form of payment.>

Gantry stared at his device, suddenly suspicious of the contact.

<Before you panic, Gantry,> Tarbar sent, recognizing the reason for the delayed response. <I imagine that when we meet, you’ll know my identity. That’s a risk for me, as I’m wanted by Imperium. That’s why I’m willing to pay you in firelights.>

Tarbar heard a hushed squawk, and he knew the agent would be tempted.

“Wanted by the Imperium and working closely with you for cycles will greatly increase the cost of this operation,” Gantry said. “I want four firelights.” Then he specified a stone’s minimal weight.

<As I don’t have stones that small, I’ll pay you the four firelights at double the weight you specified,> Tarbar sent. Knowing the quality of the agent’s services, he was waiting for him to put the pieces together.

“The Imperium is after you. Therefore, you can’t access your accounts. Instead, you carry large firelights, which you would have difficulty using for trade,” Gantry reasoned. “Despite these limitations, you want to run an operation on Jegstrat. You must have powerful friends.”

<Extremely powerful,> Tarbar hinted.

Gantry did assemble the tidbits of information. “You’re one of the individuals who the conclave picked up on Imperium when they took the governor with them.”

<The governor was sentient. His name is Fordark, and the conclave rescued him,> Tarbar explained.

“There were four. You’re not the engineer, and I don’t think you’re naval services,” Gantry mused. “That makes you Inquisitor Tarbar.”

<Well-reasoned,> Tarbar complimented.

“Tell me that the conclave is supporting this operation,” Gantry requested.

<Why?> Tarbar inquired.

“If it’s behind this operation, then I want to renegotiate our deal,” Gantry said quickly.

<Looking for more stones,> Tarbar accused.

“You can keep the stones,” Gantry replied. “The conclave will rescue you no matter what happens on Jegstrat, correct?”

<True,> Tarbar admitted.

“Then I want to be rescued too,” Gantry pleaded. When he didn’t hear an immediate reply, he added, “It’s just me. I’ve no family. What good are firelights to me if I’m arrested? You and I know that if I’m caught, I’ll receive a decree, but that will be the least of my problems.”

Tarbar’s delayed response was due to his discussion with Nira, who agreed to the deal.

<My friends have graciously accepted your desire to be rescued with me,> Tarbar sent. <However, I’ll amend that promise. If I’m taken into custody, and it’s found out that you were the one who alerted them to save yourself, they’ll leave you here and communicate your history to authorities. Do you understand?>

“Completely,” Gantry replied.

Then the pair made arrangements to meet. It wouldn’t be far from Tarbar’s hiding place.

The next cycle, reports flowed into the world manager’s offices of the tri-hull making a pass above the planet during the night. Many sightings of a shuttle descending toward the planet were also transmitted to the offices. But, as they originated from locations around the planet, which made no sense to the administrators, they were disregarded as hysteria among the citizens.

The next morning, Tarbar’s implant chronometer woke him, and he prepared for his meeting with Gantry. The walk was short, but he took a circumspect route to reach there. Although, he was on time, Gantry wasn’t. Not that Tarbar expected him to be punctual.

As time dragged on, Tarbar would have liked to link to the comm station to pester Gantry, but he’d walked far enough to be out of range of his implant. Then he thought of another means to tempt Gantry out of his hiding position, where he’d be watching to see who followed Tarbar.

Stepping out of the shadows into the early starlight, Tarbar held up one of the larger firelights. He let fierce rays stream through the gemstone to play colorfully against a wall. After a few moments of the demonstration, he slipped into the shadows.

Only moments before Tarbar was prepared to abandon the meeting, Gantry approached from the building’s rear.

“Inquisitor Tarbar,” Gantry announced.

“Remind me. What did we discuss?” Tarbar requested.

Then Gantry gurgled and divulged enough information to satisfy him.

“So, what’s the operation?” Gantry inquired.

“We’re going to wake up the Jegstrat citizenry,” Tarbar announced.

“I admire your imagination,” Gantry returned, “but I need a few more details to underpin the plan.”

“First step, we need a vehicle that appears innocuous and will hold a device about this size,” Tarbar said, drawing a large square in the dust with his toe. “It’s in the shape of a cube, and it’s heavy, like a piece of machinery.”

“What is it?” Gantry inquired.

“A conclave comm station,” Tarbar replied. “It’ll be used to connect me to Jegstrat’s satellite ring.”

“Four issues,” Gantry said. “First, we’ll need a specialized lift to get the station into the transport, which will open from the back.”

“Negative,” Tarbar replied. “My friends will move it. Next.”

“How will the vehicle provide power to the station?” Gantry asked.

“Unnecessary. It’s self-powered,” Tarbar explained.

“Then third, how do we prevent us from being detected?” Gantry inquired.

“The station’s signal will bounce between satellites. That alone will give the world manager’s security teams a headache,” Tarbar replied. “And fourth?”

“I’ve a good transport, but it won’t take the weight you indicate,” Gantry responded. “I’ll need to buy a vehicle.”

Tarbar tossed Gantry the firelight he’d held up to attract him out of hiding.

After taking a few moments to admire the stone, practicality overcame him. “Do you have anything smaller?” he asked.

“Take it to a gemstone dealer,” Tarbar said. “Tell him or her that it was part of your inheritance, but you aren’t a wealthy individual, and you need the credits.”

“How many credits should I request?” Gantry queried, discomforted by being so far out of his comfort zone.

Tarbar stared at Gantry until the agent’s reasoning returned.

“Oh, right,” Gantry suddenly said. “I would have no idea about its worth, but I’m not naïve. So, I’ll tell the first dealer that I need to get a few offers.”

“Now you’re thinking,” Tarbar responded. “Take the first dealer’s offer after you flutter his feathers a few times.”

“I’m still going to get taken,” Gantry added glumly.

“Cost of doing business,” Tarbar replied.

“One more thing occurred to me,” Gantry said, holding up a single digit. “I need to sell off my possessions and move here. Otherwise, neither of us might know when the other is taken by security.”

“You’ve a good point but the wrong mechanics,” Tarbar said. “What do you think your possessions are worth?”

Gantry was taken aback by the question, but he stopped to think of a fair valuation. Finally, he gave Tarbar a number.

“What about credits?” Tarbar asked.

“Those too?” Gantry asked with incredulity.

“If you flee with me, what do you think will happen to your accounts?” Tarbar asked.

“What happened to your Imperium accounts?” Gantry queried.

“As soon as I have a chance to return to Imperium, I’ll let you know,” Tarbar returned tongue in cheek.

“I see what you mean,” Gantry said. “I don’t have a lot of possessions, as you can tell by my quote, but my credits are my life savings.”

Tarbar reached into a pouch. He could tell by Gantry’s widened orbs that he’d heard the rustle of many gemstones. Handing four firelights to Gantry, he said, “I presume that will buy you out.”

“One probably would have bought me out,” Gantry admitted. Then, understanding the true nature of what was taking place between Tarbar and himself, he tossed the initial large stone back to Tarbar. “You keep that one. Let’s leave the gemstone dealer out of it. I’ll pay for the transport with my credits, which will reduce our exposure.” Then hefting the four smaller firelights, he added, “Thank you for these.”

“How long until you return?” Tarbar asked.

“Two cycles,” Gantry replied. “I’ll need one cycle to procure the vehicle and decorate it. Then I’ll need another to remove all evidence of my agent life.”

“See you then,” Tarbar replied, and he waited for Gantry to exit the rear of the building before he made for the front.

Late that evening, feeling vulnerable and isolated, Tarbar connected to Sossdest. <Things are proceeding apace,> he sent, not knowing what else to say.

<You’ve done well, Tarbar,> Sossdest counseled. <We’ll return to load the station aboard the vehicle when Gantry arrives with it. In the meantime, we’re monitoring his devices to ensure that he doesn’t communicate your presence to authorities.>

<The extra layer of protection is appreciated,> Tarbar shared. <However, I think Gantry is serious about having the conclave’s protection. Perhaps his past activities are catching up with him.>

<In that regard, we’ve identified that Gantry orchestrated an attempt to take a major grain processing plant, Imperial Grains, offline,> Sossdest shared. <He operated under the codename Dasskirt. The action resulted in a major fire, and one of the perpetrators was burned to death in the fire.>

<An indirect outcome from the conclave’s prosecution of the territories,> Tarbar remarked.

<Explain, please,> Sossdest returned.

<Imperium edicts are in place to favor the largest manufacturers, because they supply the majority of processed material that the home world consumes,> Tarbar replied. <If there are shortages in raw material, then it’s the smaller companies who are hurt, not the largest manufacturers.>

<So, Dasskirt’s action was meant to cripple Imperial Grains in favor of some smaller company,> Sossdest surmised.

<Just so,> Tarbar replied. <Two cycles from now, Gantry will have erased every shred of evidence against him.>

<We’ve already collected everything he had on his devices,> Sossdest admitted. The SADE waited for a reply. The longer it continued, the more he became concerned about what Tarbar was thinking. <I’d like to hear your thoughts, Tarbar.>

<I don’t think what you’ve done is in the spirit of my agreement with Gantry,> Tarbar explained.

<When Captain Racine wakes, I’ll discuss this with her,> Sossdest promised.

<I think that would be best,> Tarbar returned.

<I thank you for trusting me with your concerns,> Sossdest sent.

Without another word, Tarbar ended the link. He closed his orbs and swiftly fell asleep.

Late the next cycle, Tarbar received one message from Gantry. It read, “Have it.”

In the following cycle’s afternoon, Tarbar left his hiding place to cross the deserted street. When he arrived at the original meeting place, he ducked through a broken view plate into the warehouse. Then he waited.

Near dusk, a baked goods distribution vehicle drove down the street. Tarbar watched it turn at the next intersection. Although, he couldn’t identify Gantry, he knew the vehicle was headed for their meeting location.

By the time Tarbar arrived, Gantry was sitting on a discarded table.

“Looks like both of us are being careful,” Gantry commented.

“A baked goods transport,” Tarbar commented. Then he gurgled at the irony.

Gantry’s orbs widened. “Have your friends been snooping?” he asked anxiously.

“They have, and I’ve registered my protest,” Tarbar replied. “I expect to hear from the captain who is handling this operation.”

“Why would they want to know about my activities?” Gantry inquired suspiciously.

“The conclave collects information like our boots collect dust from the street,” Tarbar explained. “The SADEs can sift through the data and make connections that we and computers can’t.”

“Then you don’t think it’s aimed at me?” Gantry asked hopefully.

“We’ll know soon, but I don’t believe your identity will come to light,” Tarbar replied.

Gantry started to speak, but Tarbar held up a hand. “We have to move. The traveler is inbound.”

“The what?” Gantry queried.

“The SADEs, who will move the station, are coming,” Tarbar replied, as he hurried for the rear of the warehouse.

Gantry drove the vehicle under Tarbar’s direction. At the comm station’s warehouse, he backed the transport against a pedestrian exit.

“Based on your description of the comm station, that door doesn’t look wide enough to accommodate it,” Gantry commented.

Tarbar merely shrugged. Moving the station was of no concern to him. The SADEs would have considered the matter and be prepared to deal with it. He was confident of that.

Gantry followed Tarbar to the front of the warehouse. He watched Tarbar joyously greet an alien covered in white and silver fur with strong fangs. The alien was surrounded by numerous other species, and they’d exited a shuttle that had landed on its belly without engine burn.

“Greetings, Gantry,” Sossdest said to the individual with Tarbar, whose beak was open in awe.

“Greetings,” Gantry managed to say.

“I’m pleased to report, Tarbar,” Sossdest said, “that the captain has agreed with your request. All information taken from Ser Gantry has been deleted from the ship’s databases and every implant and kernel.”

“Thank you, Sossdest,” Tarbar said, laying a hand on the Sylian’s furry forearm.

“Yes, thank you,” Gantry hurriedly added.

Tarbar led the entourage to the comm station. Then he stepped out of the way, pulling Gantry aside.

At the same time, two SADEs ducked through the rear and cleared out the transport of Gantry’s personal items, which they took into the warehouse.

Others SADEs went to work on the exit door with various tools. In no time, it was three times the original width. Then the comm station was lifted and carried to the transport.

Before Gantry could truly appreciate the rapidity of the SADEs’ operation, they were leaving for their ship. “Come,” he said hurriedly to Tarbar. “I want to see this ship lift.”

Tarbar gurgled at the manner in which conclave technology astounded other races. Nonetheless, he quickly followed Gantry. He hadn’t gotten tired of seeing the awe-inspiring tech too.

In the doorway of the warehouse, the Krackus pair watched the rear ramp rise, as a Hyronzy SADE waved. Then the ramp sealed into the hull without a visible line.

Smoothly and quietly, the ship rose above the warehouses. Then it shot skyward.

Gantry shook his head, nearly disbelieving what he’d witnessed. Then a thought occurred to him. “Tarbar, you said the SADEs were coming. If those were SADEs, why do they all appear different?”

“Come, let’s get your gear set up,” Tarbar directed. “And I’ll tell you something fascinating that I learned about how SADEs are created.”

Tarbar’s lecture lasted through the unpacking of Gantry’s cot and personal items and through their meal. By the time he finished, Gantry remarked, “Your story seems unreal. It’s more akin to the stuff of imagination.”

“That’s only one story,” Tarbar cautioned. “I’ve many more. However, we have to get some rest. We’ll be out early tomorrow.”

“I’ve some rules that I want us to follow,” Gantry said. When he saw Tarbar nod, he said, “We don’t broadcast until we’re well away from here. Next, we stop broadcasting at a different location from where we started, and it also must be well away from here.”

“You’re the expert. I’ll take your guidance on our operation,” Tarbar replied, climbing into his cot, which was shaped in an oval to mimic a nest.
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In the morning, Tarbar’s internal chronometer signaled him at the same time as did Gantry’s device.

When Gantry saw Tarbar stir, he queried, “How did you hear the murmur of my alarm? I’ve set it to be soft.”

“I’ve my own alarm,” Tarbar remarked, touching his temple.

Gantry’s crest dropped. “You’ve conclave tech in your head?” he inquired.

“How did you think I’d use the comm station?” Tarbar asked, as he readied a hot drink for the two of them.

“I wasn’t sure,” Gantry replied. “I guess I didn’t give it much thought.”

“Now you know that we each have our expertise, and it’ll take both our efforts to stay out of the hands of the world manager’s security forces,” Tarbar responded.

After a meal and an opportunity to clean up, the two climbed into the baked goods distribution transport. Gantry was tasked to drive, as he knew the city, which left Tarbar free to focus on his broadcasts.

After a half-hour trip, Gantry said, “You’re cleared to start.”

Rather than create a new media channel the plan was to co-opt the existing Imperium media outlet.

Tarbar gurgled at what was about to happen to the vaunted media outlet. To help identify his message, the SADEs borrowed an image of the assembly dais complete with a full array of executors and admins in session.

Connecting to the comm station, Tarbar took a breath and let it out. Then he sent, <Jegstrat citizens, I have a great deal to tell you about many subjects. During the course of my occasional broadcasts, I’ll enlighten you about Imperium assembly subjects, the so-called invaders, and the scope of the conflict. Let it be known now that many wrongs have been perpetrated by executors against others races and our own citizens, and I’m not innocent of these charges. But it’s time you heard the truth.”

Gantry had headphones covering his tympanic membranes, and he’d tuned their reception to the Imperium media channel. He was one citizen who wanted to hear what an inquisitor had to say.

Throughout the world manager’s offices, complaints poured into department heads and were immediately relayed to the world manager.

When an aide burst into the world manager’s office, he was surprised to find the manager listening to the broadcast.

“What is it?” the manager asked without turning around.

“It’s about the interruption of Imperium news,” the aide stammered.

“Have you listened to any of this?” the manager inquired.

“I ... I only heard a bit,” the aide stammered.

“Whoever this is, they know intimate details about the assembly’s operations and the executors,” the manager said.

“Then you encountered things like this when you presented to the assembly about our shortages,” the aide reasoned.

“Exactly like this,” the manager mused. Then, with a sigh, he connected to the media studio. When he got the director on his device, he queried, “Can you eliminate the interference?”

“Technically, it’s not interference,” the director replied. “Our satellites are transmitting a signal in place of ours.”

“Then, if you shut down, their signal will continue to be received by the populace,” the manager offered.

“That’s exactly what would happen,” the director agreed.

“What about our satellites?” the manager asked.

“What about them?” the director asked bewilderedly.

“Can anything be done to intercept the signal at the point of transmission?” the manager inquired.

“Short of visiting every satellite to change transmission frequencies and informing the public of the new channel, that would be a no,” the director lamented.

“Thank you,” the world manager replied and ended the call. “Pull up a chair,” he directed the aide. “We might as well educate ourselves about what this treasonous individual is saying.”

The aide noted that, despite the manager’s words, his crest was fully erect. He was intrigued by the broadcast.

After driving for a while, Gantry found it hard to focus on the streets. It was equally hard to keep his beak from falling open, as Tarbar revealed the executors’ well-kept secrets.

When Tarbar’s chronometer signaled an hour of broadcasting, his last words were, <Surely, my broadcast has irritated some and frightened others. The truth often does that. I’ll continue my broadcast later this cycle. It’s incumbent on every citizen to think on what I’ve said.>

When Tarbar dropped his link, Gantry removed his headphones.

“I didn’t have any idea what you’d say,” Gantry said. “But, if I’d been given annuals to guess, I wouldn’t have come close. You’re telling the truth, aren’t you?”

“Unfortunately, yes,” Tarbar replied. “We can head for our intimate lair.”

Gantry gurgled at the idea of their rustic accommodations being considered an intimate lair. Then he started his intricate route to return to their hideout.

The pair ate a meal and lay down to rest.

Aboard the Trident, Sossdest regarded Nira. The entire crew had listened to the full broadcast. After all, everything they’d done depended on Tarbar delivering on his commitment to educate the citizens.

Nira eyed the bridge officers and the few SADEs who surrounded her. Then she sent, <Success.> Immediately, she hugged Sossdest. <Well done,> she sent privately to him.

The bridge audience had erupted in applause and noise.

The pilot shared, <We learned things about the executors that none of us knew.>

Nira quickly checked the controller’s database. She found that Sossdest had created a folder to record the initial broadcast. He’d labeled the present file simply Tarbar Number One.

Knowing that Sossdest had followed her inquiry, she turned toward him and gave him a thumbs-up.

<That broadcast was eye-opening,> the telemetry officer shared. <If the rest are like this first one, they should be broadcast at every Krackus world.>

<Now that’s an idea,> Nira celebrated.

When Tarbar started his second unscheduled broadcast, Gantry and he would have been surprised to know that calls went around the planet to friends and family to tell them to listen to the Imperium media channel.

For cycles, Tarbar continued to expose the machinations of the executors. He detailed how they warred on other races with brutal mercenaries, and how they hid their efforts from Krackus citizens.

Eventually, he exhausted that subject and switched to the invaders. At that point, his listening audience swelled.

On the first broadcast of which Tarbar considered phase two, he sent, <The assembly and the naval services call them invaders. Actually, they refer to themselves as the conclave. It’s ironic that our battleships are called peacekeepers. That aptly describes the conclave. The organization has spent centuries ending wars and preventing the domination of races over others. The conclave is here, because Krackus are guilty of the crime of suborning thousands of races.>

During the next cycles, Tarbar described Krackus-conclave encounters. He emphasized the great care the conclave took to prevent fatalities. As well, he admitted that the world shortages resulted from the conclave cutting off the shipping of resources from dominated races to Krackus worlds.

In the world manager’s office, his security director lamented their lack of results.

“How difficult is it to find a transmitting location?” the manager asked.

Too many powerful individuals had contacted the peacekeeper commander and complained. In turn, the commander had constantly asked the world manager for updates on the progress to arrest the perpetrator.

“The trouble is that the transmission must be on a unique frequency or method,” the director grumbled.

“Explain what that means,” the manager requested.

“We think that the transmission is originating from non-Krackus tech,” the director replied.

“The conclave?” the manager whispered in awe.

“Yes,” the security director confirmed.

“So, what’s the answer?” the manager inquired.

“We need an order from you to allow security to stop and search every heavy transport,” the director replied.

“Consider it done,” the manager replied. “Put every agent you have on the job. Start tomorrow morning.”

Tarbar was in his third phase of broadcasts, when the transport abruptly halted. He looked up to see that they were in multiple lines of stopped personal and heavy transports.

Gantry stared wide-orbed at Tarbar.

<Citizens, you’ll pardon my brief interruption,> Tarbar sent. Then he linked to Sossdest and requested evacuation.

Continuing with his broadcast, Tarbar shared, <I imagine that many of you are stuck in traffic waiting for security to locate us. As it is, they’ve the right idea. We are in a heavy transport. I had a few more things to share, but, regrettably, my broadcasts must come to an end. You’ve probably been speculating, during these many cycles, who you’ve been hearing. That’s if I still have listeners left. My title and name, while I worked for the Imperium, was Inquisitor Tarbar. As I’m ashamed of my actions as an inquisitor, I only wish to be known as Tarbar. I urge every citizen to speak to your world manager and your territorial executor. Demand some answers. Let’s change the course of our empire for the betterment of everyone.>

Tarbar ended his broadcast and regarded Gantry with his crest fully upright.

“What are you so happy about?” Gantry asked, his attention switching between the traffic and Tarbar’s face.

“We managed many more broadcasts than I thought we’d deliver,” Tarbar replied. “I call that success.”

“Do you notice that there isn’t an off ramp before we reach the blockade?” he queried. “We’re trapped.”

“My friends are inbound,” Tarbar said calmly. “At this rate, how long before we’re beak to beak with security agents?”

When Gantry replied, Tarbar converted the time into conclave units and shared it with Sossdest.

<It’ll be close,> Sossdest returned. <Refuse to get out of your transport. That should buy us the time we need.>

“When we get to the roadblock, act indignant,” Tarbar directed. “Lock the doors, and stay inside. Orders.”

Gantry hung on the single word — orders. He’d come to believe in the conclave’s powers. However, he’d yet to make up his mind about the organization’s nature. Then again, he had no choice but to hope. The agents at the blockade would discover Tarbar and the comm station, and they’d be swiftly arrested.

Receiving Tarbar’s call for help, Sossdest and his companions had exited the Trident as quickly as only SADEs could. Their descent pushed the envelope of what a traveler shell could absorb.

The Trident’s telemetry informed the SADEs, and consensus was reached. They wouldn’t arrive to rescue Tarbar and Gantry before their transport reached the front of the line. That’s when Sossdest informed Tarbar of their late arrival.

As the traveler dropped, Sossdest communicated with Nira, and he and the other SADEs offered alternative rescue scenarios.

<You’re speaking to the wrong person,> Nira replied, interrupting the SADEs. Then she linked to Tarbar. <Having a difficult morning, Tarbar?> she asked sweetly.

<Just your regular blockade with security agents looking to arrest traitors,> Tarbar returned matter-of-factly.

<We need your input, Tarbar,> Nira sent, turning serious. <Sossdest estimates the ship will arrive about five minutes after you’ve stopped as the first vehicle in line. What do you recommend?>

<Sossdest, how will the ship arrive?>

<We drop behind the blockade. SADEs will exit, rush the blockade, and rescue the two of you,> Sossdest replied.

<Too late,> Tarbar replied. <Security agents have protocols for traitors. When identified, the traitors are to be immediately arrested, placed in a transport, and whisked away to detainment cells. Your ship will be chasing a small convoy that will quickly exit street level to go underground.>

<Alternatives?> Sossdest inquired.

<If we eliminate your deceleration to land and the rush to rescue us, how soon can you overfly the line of stopped transports?> Tarbar inquired.

<Under three minutes,> Sossdest replied.

<I think we can work with that,> Tarbar replied. <Make sure the agents see your approach.>

<I understand,> Sossdest replied.

To Gantry, Tarbar said, “We need a few minutes delay.”

Gantry furiously sought an idea. When one occurred to him, he gurgled and said, “I should have spent more credits on this piece of junk. I’ve had nothing but trouble with this transport.”

“A pity,” Tarbar remarked.

At that moment, the passenger vehicle in front of them was passed through the blockade, and an agent waved imperially for Gantry to advance.

Gantry accelerated and flipped a switch simultaneously. The heavy transport lurched forward and then screeched to a halt. He pretended to pound the driver’s column. Then he reengaged the drive and repeated his action. This time, the transport lurched forward about two meters before it died.

Tarbar noticed that the agents were giving way. None of them wanted to be struck down by an errant transport, and they weren’t interested whether it was the driver’s fault or erratic machinery.

“They’re approaching us on the sides,” Tarbar warned. “Kill your electronics. Pretend we can’t open the doors.”

The agents noted the transports lights go dead, and the driver’s and passenger’s agitation.

“Just what we need,” a senior agent grumbled. “A line of vehicles stretching out of sight, and we’ve just been delivered a dead heavy at the front of the line.” He motioned sternly to the driver to get out, and he watched the panicked individual repeatedly hit the door with his shoulder.

“Dead systems,” an agent remarked to the senior. “Those two are stuck inside until we get a repair crew out here to give them a charge.”

“Make the call,” the senior ordered.

As for Tarbar, he’d placed a piece of clothing against his view plate, ostensibly to protect his shoulder, while he attempted to get free of the transport’s cab. In the meantime, it effectively hid most of his face.

Gantry was complaining loudly to the senior agent when he saw a second agent tap the leader on the shoulder and point. Soon, every agent was staring down the line of traffic and backing toward their vehicles.

Then the agents stumbled, knocked down by the air pressure of the traveler’s rapid arrival. Climbing to their feet, they were in time to see the ship settle and individuals of many shapes and sizes leap from the rear ramp. As the individuals ran toward them, they cowered, expecting some kind of reprisal. Instead, the aliens ran past them to the dead transport.

“Time to go,” Tarbar said to Gantry. “Turn on your electronics.”

When the pair opened their doors, SADEs lifted them free of the cab and ran for the traveler.

Tarbar managed to pleasantly wave at the senior agent as he passed him.

The SADEs opened the transport’s rear doors, dragged the comm station out, and carried it past the stunned agents, who offered no resistance.

As soon as the comm station was aboard, the rescue was complete. Then Sossdest closed the ramp and lifted for the Trident.

Before the start of the broadcasts, Tarbar had considered that he should be arrested so that the populace would have proof of whom they’d heard. As time passed, he was less inclined to take that route. His main concern was that he might not live more than an hour or two in confinement. Irate agents might see to that.

As it worked out, Tarbar didn’t have to worry about that. The sudden blockades around the city, while he was broadcasting, gave him an opportunity to announce himself.

In addition, nearly every individual that morning who had witnessed the strange event at the blockade had recorded it on their devices. Those vids were shared many times around the planet.

Late in the afternoon, the world manager’s aide told him, “He’s been positively identified. It was Inquisitor Tarbar who was speaking to our citizens with the conclave’s help.”

“Thank you,” the manager replied and dismissed the aide. While he’d succumbed to the insistent pressure from the peacekeeper commander, he had secretly recorded every broadcast. He did wonder about what the territorial executor would say to him, as that individual was none other than Presiding Executor Gaketork.

At night, the manager relaxed after an evening meal and listened intently to the broadcasts. When he heard the end of the final broadcast, when Tarbar revealed his identity, he raised a drink to him. “Brave Krackus,” he murmured.
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IMPERIUM, PALTUR SYSTEM

KRACKUS HOME WORLD

Imperium was awash with the news that Tarbar had appeared on Jegstrat and broadcast twice a cycle to the populace for many cycles. Worse, he’d done it with the help of the conclave by using the planet’s satellite ring.

But that was only the beginning of the debacle.

Tarbar’s messages leaked to Imperium, and they quickly circulated.

Executors were incensed that Tarbar had betrayed many of their secrets.

As the presiding executor, Gaketork was bombarded with demands from the executors that he do something to arrest Tarbar and stamp out the broadcasts circulating around the planet.

The senior admin, Dojjdret, walked into Gaketork’s office. He was wearily shaking his head.

“More incredulous demands?” Gaketork asked.

“How could these individuals have obtained their positions in life, knowing the problems but posturing by writing this dribble?” Dojjdret inquired rhetorically.

“They’re performing for one another,” Gaketork remarked.

“But the broadcasts aren’t passing through our governor,” Dojjdret protested. “You issued a directive to the governor, and it stopped a paltry number. Citizens are acting like renegades and passing Tarbar’s messages device to device.”

“Are they renegades if they’re distributing the truth?” Gaketork asked.

“Apologies, Presiding Executor, I was speaking as if we had an audience of executors,” Dojjdret said.

“Tell me. Has anyone passed you a broadcast?” Gaketork queried.

Dojjdret paused in his answer, reconsidered, and replied, “Yes. I’ve several. Have you heard any of them?”

“I’ve a complete collection,” Gaketork responded, gurgling. “If you wish to visit me in the evening, I can play them for you.”

“I appreciate that,” Dojjdret replied. “I didn’t want to listen to mine yet. From what I understand, I’m missing the first three broadcasts.”

“Good decision on your part,” Gaketork complimented. “I recommend listening to them in order. Tarbar weaves quite the story. So, what do you hear?”

“From Jegstrat or from Imperium?” Dojjdret asked.

Gaketork’s orbs widened. “Whom do you know on Jegstrat?”

“My younger sibling works in the world manager’s offices,” Dojjdret explained. “We’ve always shared information about our citizens’ attitudes.”

“So, tell me about Jegstrat,” Gaketork requested.

“Of course, you’re familiar with the Imperial Grains fire,” Dojjdret started, and Gaketork nodded. “Apparently, that was the first strike against the status quo. My sibling believes that it gave other citizens a sense of permission to rebalance distribution protocols.”

“Is it out of control?” Gaketork asked.

“No.” Dojjdret replied. “Security never caught the original perpetrators, but investigations into most of the later incidents led to arrests.”

“So, the first act was professional. An agent,” Gaketork mused.

“Undoubtedly,” Dojjdret agreed.

“What about Tarbar’s work?” Gaketork pursued.

“That’s a different story,” Dojjdret replied. “My sibling thought that after the conclave rescued Tarbar and his associate, the broadcasts would soon be forgotten. Instead, citizens have been privately sharing them like they’re doing here.”

“And?” Gaketork prompted.

“Citizens are demanding answers from the world manager’s offices,” Dojjdret explained. “According to my sibling, the manager’s offices are receiving about twenty-five hundred queries per cycle.”

Gaketork blinked at the extent of the populace’s reaction.

“That’s the count of original queries,” Dojjdret added.

“Why the qualification?” Gaketork inquired.

“Unlike past times, the citizens aren’t waiting for the manager’s offices to respond,” Dojjdret replied. “If they don’t receive an answer in two or three cycles, they resubmit their query in stronger terms.”

“What’s the nature of these queries?” Gaketork asked.

“These must remain with me,” Dojjdret cautioned, handing his comm device to Gaketork.

Gaketork perused the many messages in the folder that his admin had indicated. His crest frequently fluttered as he read them.

When Dojjdret was returned his comm device, he asked, “Unexpected, aren’t they?”

“Yes and no,” Gaketork replied. “I would have anticipated the citizens asking questions about the means by which they received the broadcasts, security’s efforts, and other such top-level concerns. Instead, they’re crosschecking the truth of Tarbar’s statements.”

“My sibling believes the world manager’s office is in a bind,” Dojjdret said. “If the office ignores the queries or denies Tarbar’s statements, then he believes that the populace will be incensed.”

“I see the problem,” Gaketork mused. “Ignoring this many citizens’ questions will only anger them. On the other hand, if they make a statement that everything Tarbar said is purely propaganda, then they’ll only generate more questions.”

“Questions such as why did the conclave and Tarbar bother to land on Jegstrat merely to broadcast lies?” Dojjdret volunteered.

“Like that one,” Gaketork agreed. “What you’ve told me means that we can expect this type of citizen unrest to develop on Imperium. Any information about who was with Tarbar?”

“That was an odd one,” the Tarbar replied. “He appeared to be an extremely nondescript individual.”

Gaketork gurgled and said, “An agent. Probably someone Tarbar knew.”

“There was one strange occurrence after the conclave traveler lifted,” Dojjdret mused. “A package arrived at the world manager’s offices. It was addressed to the manager. The package contained an enormous amount of wealth in the form of more than thirty firelights, large ones.”

“Firelights?” Gaketork asked dubiously.

“My sibling saw them,” Dojjdret replied earnestly. Then he sifted through his device, found the image he sought, and showed the firelights spread out on a desk.

Gaketork held up a finger to think. When the thought coalesced, he remarked, “Ah, yes. Tarbar can’t access his accounts without revealing himself. He would need something to barter.”

“Truly,” Dojjdret responded, following the train of thought. “The conclave made firelights for Tarbar.”

“Undoubtedly,” Gaketork replied. “Continue with your story.”

Dojjdret nodded enthusiastically. He enjoyed these private moments with his executor. “With the package was a list of families. A recording directed the manager’s office to turn the firelights into credits at market value. Then the funds were to be distributed to the families on the list.

“What’s similar about the families?” Gaketork inquired.

“Each family had a member who was arrested, tried, and convicted,” Dojjdret replied.

“That number of credits would make the families extremely wealthy,” Gaketork noted.

“The list had more than three thousand names on it,” Dojjdret noted. “According to the recording, the funds were to be distributed equally to every direct relative within each family.”

“This sounds like an attempt at atonement on Tarbar’s part,” Gaketork offered.

Dojjdret nodded his acceptance of that idea. Then he gurgled and said, “At the end of the message, it warned the world manager to be absolutely conscientious in his duty as requested. He was warned that Tarbar would be checking on him with his friends.”

With that, Gaketork and his admin enjoyed a hearty laugh.

“That’s enough for this cycle,” Gaketork said, shutting off his device.

Dojjdret stood and did the same.

It was an odd routine for Krackus to shut off their comm devices, which served so many purposes in their existence. However, there was a good reason that the pair was following this new protocol and many more.

Dojjdret had warned Gaketork repeatedly of growing threats against him.

Gaketork came to recognize a theme. While a great deal of anger was directed at him, his removal from the presiding executor position wasn’t the end result sought. Specific individuals, namely certain executors, wanted him out of the way. When that happened, they would take aggressive actions against the conclave, despite the evidence that they would fail, and fail miserably at that. It occurred to him that they would probably blame the conclave for his death. That would support their desire to retaliate against the invaders.

When Gaketork noticed that Dojjdret had become agitated delivering repeated warnings to him and with no action on his part, he relented. Then his admin had immediately presented him with a security contract. Reluctantly, Gaketork had approved it.

Six cycles later, Gaketork prepared to leave his office, but the security team leader, Jaffderg, firmly instructed him to stay put.

It was a little later that Jaffderg and two agents escorted him to retrieve a new transport.

“What was wrong with my personal transport?” Gaketork had asked.

“Tampering,” Jaffderg replied, as his head swiveled left and right.

“But it was parked beneath the hall,” Gaketork protested.

“Then everyone would know where to find it, wouldn’t they?” Jaffderg replied.

“What would have happened?” Gaketork inquired.

“Energy cell would have overloaded, gotten hot, and exploded,” Jaffderg replied. “It was a sophisticated rewiring job.”

The experience sobered Gaketork, and after some thought at home, he expanded the contract. Now he employed three teams. One guarded his residence. A second protected his offices and staff. The third rode with him and monitored his transport.

However, the additional security didn’t stop the attempts to injure or kill Gaketork.

Gaketork’s residence received several dangerous packages. The first was left at the door and was addressed to him. The second was delivered with food for the kitchen. The last one was installed by a work crew during repair of a wall inexplicably gouged.

Residential security searches had intercepted the first two devices. The twice-cycle scans of the residence had revealed the incendiary device embedded in the wall.

Assembly security was tasked with discovering the perpetrators. They’d attempted to arrest several individuals as having carried out the actions. None of them lived long enough to divulge information about who had hired them.

Now Gaketork faced a second front. Tarbar’s recordings were circulating across Imperium, and citizens were addressing their queries to the executors.

Arriving at his office in the morning, Gaketork was met by an anxious Dojjdret.

“We’ve a problem,” the senior admin warned. “Executors Rebtar, Dakargk, and Ferstost are in the conference room. They had wanted to wait in your office. Security agreed to that, if, and only if, the executors consented to a search.”

“Which, of course, they declined,” Gaketork interjected.

“Just so,” Dojjdret replied, glancing toward the security leader, Jaffderg, who remained beside Gaketork for the entire cycle until he was safely returned to his residence.

Gaketork regarded his constant companion. More than twenty cycles ago, it would never have occurred to him to have to ask a security agent how to handle visiting executors. But that was then, and this was now.

“Communicate from your office to the conference room,” Jaffderg offered. “If they find that unacceptable, then they must be searched.”

“Is there no other option?” Gaketork inquired.

“Fire us,” Jaffderg replied, shrugging indifferently.

“That’s not going to happen,” Gaketork swiftly replied, which relieved Dojjdret. Then the trio headed for Gaketork’s office. He called Rebtar and informed him that the choice they were given by security remained, and, if they wished, he’d speak to them via their devices.

There was a pause, and Gaketork could hear harsh whispers among the executors. At that moment, he sorely missed Fordark, who could have apprised him of the nature of the discussion, especially among these three.

“We agree to a search,” Rebtar announced angrily.

Immediately, Jaffderg slipped into the conference room. His searches were quick and thorough. Then he instructed the executors to shut down their devices and leave them on the conference table.

Orbs glared at Jaffderg, but he didn’t budge. With indignant squawks, the executors did as ordered.

“We’ve been treated like terrorists,” Dakargk declared on entering Gaketork’s office.

“Nothing personal,” Gaketork returned. “Everyone is treated the same way if they want to see me. By the way, has your vehicle been sabotaged?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Dakargk returned.

“Has an incendiary device been planted in your residence wall?” Gaketork pressed.

This time, Dakargk hesitated before he replied in the negative.

Gaketork couldn’t tell if it was a marvelous acting job or Dakargk was surprised to hear the news. “Well, Dakargk, when you have these sorts of troubles, you’ll understand why I’m being cautious.” Then he spread his hands to the assembled executors, inviting them to speak.

“We’re receiving queries from citizens about Tarbar’s propaganda messages,” Rebtar said.

“Which broadcasts are you saying contain propaganda, Rebtar?” Gaketork inquired. “I’ve the entire collection and have listened to all of them. I didn’t hear lies. In fact, I checked on some details. The Krackus has an extraordinarily accurate recall for details. Everything I investigated was verified by the governor.”

“How are you supposed to take this meeting seriously, if you defend that traitor?” Dakargk complained.

“I’m only defending the accuracy of Tarbar’s memory,” Gaketork returned. “He was just accused of spewing propaganda, which is characterized by the use of inaccurate facts.”

Ferstost mumbled something, which Gaketork didn’t catch.

“Speak up, Ferstost,” Gaketork directed. “In case you’re slandering me, I wish to hear it clearly.”

Ferstost locked orbs with Gaketork. Eventually, Ferstost gave way to Gaketork’s unrelenting stare.

“Do that again, Executor, and you’ll be permanently barred from this office,” Gaketork warned.

Both Rebtar and Dakargk made silent promises to never let Ferstost accompany either of them again to important meetings. He was an accident waiting to happen.

“If we may restart this conversation,” Rebtar requested, and Gaketork nodded his acceptance. “Tarbar’s broadcasts are making the rounds with our citizens,” he continued. “Because of the sensitive nature of the information that was released, citizens are asking if what they’ve heard is true. You’ve got to make a statement through our media outlet that Tarbar is a traitor who has fled prosecution.”

“Are you practicing the announcement on me?” Gaketork asked.

“What do you mean?” Rebtar queried.

“I must remind you that the three of you presented suspicions about the conduct of five individuals,” Gaketork replied. “However, these five were never apprehended and tried. I’ll not accuse someone of being a traitor without them having been presented the evidence against them in a trial.”

Dakargk blew out his breath in a huff, and Gaketork regarded him with indifference.

“Has either one of you listened to the entire set of recordings?” Gaketork asked.

“My admins have,” Rebtar and Dakargk promptly replied simultaneously.

“I’ve heard them,” Ferstost announced promptly, which made his companions wince.

“What do you think of Tarbar’s points about our media outlet?” Gaketork inquired.

Ferstost’s orbs blinked. He wasn’t prepared to be quizzed on his assertion. “As usual, Tarbar decried the media outlet just as he tore down all of our institutions,” he temporized.

“Lying to me, Ferstost, is the second mistake you’ve made in this meeting,” Gaketork stated harshly. “You’re excused from my office, and you’re permanently barred.”

Ferstost mutely appealed to Dakargk and Rebtar, but the pair refused to even look at the hapless executor.

In a huff, Ferstost stood and marched out of the office. His dignity was further damaged when he found a security agent escorting him to the conference room to retrieve his device. Then he was accompanied to the suite’s exit.

“So, you don’t intend to do anything, for the reasons you stated,” Dakargk assumed.

“I said nothing of the kind,” Gaketork replied. “I’m trying to get you to understand that we can’t have a productive meeting about these citizens’ inquiries, if they’ve listened to the broadcasts but you haven’t.”

“Together, those recordings could take several cycles to absorb,” Dakargk pointed out.

“I know,” Gaketork replied. “As I told you, I’ve heard them all.”

“What did Tarbar say about our media outlet?” Rebtar queried.

Gaketork considered Rebtar’s test as beneath him, but he wasn’t about to let the executor walk out of his office thinking he’d scored a point. “Actually, Tarbar didn’t attack the media outlet,” he replied. “He simply pointed out that if you have a singular point of news, which only provides an outlet for your government, then how do you know you’re hearing the truth. In fact, he added, how do you know I’m telling you the truth? He challenges citizens to become critical thinkers, examining carefully what they’re told and seeking confirmation before adopting the information.”

“Dangerous,” Dakargk commented.

“For the empire, as it exists this cycle, yes,” Gaketork responded. “See me again when you’ve heard everything that Tarbar had to say to Jegstrat citizens.” Then he tapped an icon on his device, and the security leader quickly stepped into the office. “These two require escorts from my offices.”

As Rebtar and Dakargk noted that Gaketork had returned to his work, they realized that there was no use protesting. Besides, Jaffderg impatiently waited for them.

It was two cycles later that Gaketork chose to eat a midday meal in his conference room, and he’d invited his senior admin to gather trays for both of them.

Dojjdret had just entered the conference room with the trays. A youthful admin accompanied him and brought a pitcher with drink cups and glass straws.

The food and drink were no sooner placed on the table when Jaffderg burst into the room and shouted, “Don’t touch the trays. My agent who runs chemical analysis on the food and drink has disappeared.”

“Disappeared?” Gaketork queried.

“I don’t know if he ran, or if he met his demise on the premises,” the leader returned.

“I have it,” an agent declared, as he ran into the room. He held up a chemical analyzer and tapped an icon on its tablet to run diagnostics. He issued a disappointed squawk and remarked, “The energy cell is depleted.”

Slinging a pack off his back, the agent dug through it and pulled a fresh energy cell from it. After swapping the cells out of the device, he ran diagnostics again. “Good to go,” he announced.

Jaffderg indicated the food and drink, and the agent advanced on the trays.

Gaketork stood and backed away from the table with Dojjdret and the young admin close beside him.

The agent murmured various noises as he tested the drink, wiped the probe’s tip, and moved onto the food. His pronouncement was “The drinks are poisoned, as is one of the vegetables.”

“To what degree?” Jaffderg queried.

“Both are deadly,” the agent replied. “One bite or one sip would quickly result in death.”

“Dismissed,” Jaffderg directed. Then he added, “Clean that probe well.”

“Shall I remove these?” the youthful admin inquired.

“Negative,” Jaffderg said sternly. “Those items need to be processed for evidence. Executor Gaketork, I’d like to speak with you privately.”

Jaffderg waited until the admins had left the room and two agents had arrived to remove the trays and drink. Then the pair sat at the opposite end of the table for safety’s sake.

“To what degree do you trust your senior admin?” Jaffderg asked.

The question stunned Gaketork. “Dojjdret has been with me for more than twenty annuals. According to assembly records, he’s the highest paid senior admin. In addition, I’ve ensured that his three fledglings have received tutoring and every advantage necessary to complete their educations.”

“I understand you’ve been generous to him, Executor, and that’s commendable. However, that wasn’t my question,” Jaffderg pointed out.

Gaketork considered what Jaffderg was asking. Then he replied, “I trust him implicitly.”

“Fair enough,” Jaffderg responded, as if he’d ticked an item off the list.

An agent entered the conference room and halted when he saw Gaketork.

“Report,” Jaffderg ordered.

“Found our tester,” the agent said. “He’d gone to get a new energy cell. Someone came up behind him and stunned him.”

“Verification?” Jaffderg queried.

“Two strikes,” the agent replied. “One in the back, which would have sent him to the floor. Then another in the neck to ensure he stayed down. A single stun stick was found nearby.”

Jaffderg nodded and motioned for the agent to leave.

“What was your question about verification meant to discover?” Gaketork asked.

“If the attack was meant to be a ruse by my agent, he wouldn’t have been able to stun himself twice,” Jaffderg replied.

Gaketork nodded. He’d come to appreciate Jaffderg’s thoroughness.

“When I accepted this contract, I thought it was for an executor who was posturing to prove his importance,” Jaffderg admitted. “These past cycles have convinced me that not only do one or more individuals want you dead but also they’re prepared to continue trying until they’re successful.”

“Do you need more agents?” Gaketork offered.

Jaffderg gurgled darkly. “I could hire more agents and make more credits,” he said, “but I don’t think more bodies are what we need.”

“What do we need?” Gaketork inquired, feeling extremely vulnerable.

“I think we need to go on the offensive,” Jaffderg replied. “My teams have been defending you through multiple processes, but we never know from which direction the next attack will come. Apologies, Executor, but assembly security is proving to be useless. They identify a perpetrator and can’t capture one alive.”

“I understand your frustration with assembly security. It’s as if they’ve come to understand that this is an executor-on-executor crime, and they don’t want to get involved,” Gaketork lamented. “What would an offensive operation look like?”

“First, we don’t depend on assembly security at all. In fact, we cut them out of our investigation,” Jaffderg explained.

“Investigation?” Gaketork queried.

“Yes, the second thing we do is we set traps for the perpetrators,” Jaffderg continued. “We don’t know where the next assassination attempt will take place. So, we’ll need to try to capture an antagonist at each location we protect. Success is critical. If we fail and a perpetrator escapes, then those planning your assassination will simply get more inventive.”

“You’ll need a directive from me that allows you to capture, incarcerate, and interrogate citizens,” Gaketork proposed.

“Yes,” Jaffderg agreed.

“I’ll need you to document every step in the apprehension and interrogation of the suspect,” Gaketork pressed.

“That’s the easy part,” Jaffderg noted. “The hard part will be keeping the individual alive and getting him or her to talk. For that part, we’ll need your help.”

“To do what?” Gaketork asked. Then he thought about the incarcerated individual who would feel trapped. “I understand,” he added quickly. “Pardoning, family relocation, and credits.”

To which Jaffderg nodded.

“When do we start, and what do I need to do?” Gaketork queried.

“This will take some planning. I’ll communicate when I’ve something definitive,” Jaffderg replied. Then he left the conference room.

Now I know what’s it’s like to be dangled in front of a predator, Gaketork thought glumly.

Jaffderg headed for Dojjdret’s office. “I see you’re not eating,” he jested, tapping on the doorframe.

“A rude joke, senior agent,” Dojjdret retorted.

“Good! You’re angry,” Jaffderg responded. “Tell the executor that you’re taking a break.”

Jaffderg’s tone told Dojjdret that this was important. He tapped on his device to send a signal that he was off duty. Then he followed Jaffderg to the kitchen. They prepared trays, with the substitute agent checking every portion. Then they found a quiet place to eat and talk.

“I need your help,” Jaffderg began. “I’ve explained to Gaketork that we’re in trouble.”

“Because those plotting the assassinations aren’t deterred by failure,” Dojjdret interjected.

Jaffderg examined the senior admin, who, despite the afternoon’s trauma, was busy eating.

“So, you believe that a change of operations is necessary,” Dojjdret said, between bites. “Tell me.”

“We go on the offensive, cut out assembly security, set traps, and capture a perpetrator,” Jaffderg explained.

Dojjdret sucked deeply on his drink. Then he belched. “Apologies. It happens when I eat too quickly. As to your shift from defense to offense, all I can say is that it’s about time. What role do you want me to play?”

Jaffderg couldn’t believe the speed with which he was going to recruit Dojjdret. Then again, it might be that Dojjdret had been waiting for him to ask for help.

“We need to divert from the usual routines, but it has to seem like an event worthy of Gaketork’s attendance,” Jaffderg said.

“Not a problem,” Dojjdret replied. “In three cycles, my youngest fledgling completes her exams to qualify for Imperial University. The family intends to celebrate what we expect to see as her success. If Gaketork was aware of this event as being the location for a trap, he’ll participate.”

“How do you celebrate the event?” Jaffderg inquired.

“We hire caterers, and friends and family members attend,” Dojjdret explained. “We also use the same company to cater our events.”

“In your residence or somewhere else?” Jaffderg asked.

“At my residence, with most of the setup in our garden,” Dojjdret replied.

“We must communicate something that alerts our plotters to Gaketork’s attendance at your function,” Jaffderg mused.

“Our routine is extremely repetitive,” Dojjdret said. “I’m not sure how they might discover a change in our celebration.”

“It needs to look like a simple omission in security procedures,” Jaffderg pointed out.

“I have it,” Dojjdret said, before he belched again and waved his hand in apology.

During the next few cycles, Jaffderg and Dojjdret planned the trap’s details.

Gaketork’s part was to pay for the caterer, which had been his habit for Dojjdret’s other fledglings, who had excelled at their exams. To underline his intent to remain protected, he’d visit the caterer’s company with his agents in tow. Then, to the great quantity of food and drink, he’d add a special order to surprise the Dojjdret family.

The surprise required the catering company’s owner to request specialty items from other suppliers.

When the cycle arrived for the celebration, the caterers arrived early to set up the tables, chairs, and decorations. The only difference was that each individual performing the work, except for one, was a security agent. The exception was the company owner, who demanded to be present to supervise the agents.

Beneath their long sleeves, the combined agents hid a battery of items: chemical analyzers, electronic emissions detectors, sniffers, and stun batons.

When the guests started arriving, Gaketork’s transport with agents drove up to the residence’s front steps. The agents walked Gaketork to the front door, where Dojjdret met him. Then the agents stayed outside as a show of force.

The event was ready to start with Dojjdret’s announcement of his fledgling’s success, but the caterer announced that they waited for a unique item to be supplied, which intrigued the guests.

Soon, a delivery truck arrived, and three individuals in company uniforms carried a large, beautifully decorated, egg-shaped item. It was nearly a meter in height, and they hung it from a three-meter tripod, which they supplied. A final touch was the flip of a switch that cast light from within the edible, jeweled covering, making the egg glow in extravagant colors.

The guests applauded loudly, as did every other individual who maintained the charade.

Already, agents’ devices reacted to the unusual active electronics inside the egg, and sniffers had picked up the chemical signatures of explosive material.

The three delivery individuals tipped their heads to the delightful reception. Then they left the garden to exit by the side gate.

Agents sprang at them, pinning their arms, and restraining them. The culprits were thoroughly searched, and all manner of devices were removed from them. A security transport waited at the side of the house, and the perpetrators were blindfolded and loaded into it.

In the garden, Jaffderg walked up to the egg and reversed the switch the assassins had triggered. His device showed that the electronics had gone inactive.

Of course, the audience was deeply disappointed. However, they became suspicious, when three caterers carefully lifted the egg off the tripod and carted everything away.

Gaketork stepped into the tripod’s previous position, and he held his hands out in apology. “That wasn’t my surprise,” he said. “The egg is on its way to its true destination. The location of my surprise is anyone’s guess. However, this isn’t my moment. It belongs to my good friend Dojjdret and his youngest fledgling.”

With that, Gaketork waved at Dojjdret, who marched forward holding his fledgling’s hand high, which had the audience applauding.

Gaketork located Jaffderg and casually walked to stand beside him. As the pair pretended to watch the proceedings, he inquired, “Success?”

“We’ve three perpetrators safely secured. They’re headed for our detention cells,” Jaffderg replied.

“What was supposed to happen with the egg?” Gaketork queried.

“My agents are checking it now,” Jaffderg replied. “My credits are on an explosive, but I can’t offer a guess as to the type.”

“Then they would have killed these guests to get to me,” Gaketork reasoned.

“Which is why Dojjdret and I went on the offensive,” Jaffderg remarked. “You were right about him. He’s extremely loyal to you and brave, I might add.”

“Should we be sliding out of here?” Gaketork inquired.

“In a moment,” Jaffderg responded.

Dojjdret finished his announcement about his fledgling, and she thanked the family and friends for celebrating the occasion with her. Then Dojjdret invited everyone to enjoy the feast.

“Now,” Jaffderg said. He walked with Gaketork toward the house, with his device to his tympanum.

Gaketork played along with Jaffderg’s impression of a frustrated caterer and pestered him with questions. Those they passed smiled sympathetically at the executor’s anxiousness about his surprise gone wrong.

Jaffderg’s transport swiftly conveyed the pair to his company’s headquarters.

Gaketork was taken aback by the unassuming façade. That was until he passed through a nondescript lobby, a formidable scanner, and entered a secure area. The building’s interior heralded its professional intent.

When the pair entered an elevator, Jaffderg tapped a code into the panel, and Gaketork felt the car drop even though there wasn’t a selection for sub-levels on the panel’s display.

Gaketork and Jaffderg met with each of the assassins.

With each one, Gaketork offered conditions, including relocation, a new identity, and substantial credits. One perpetrator didn’t accept. Although, technically, he didn’t refuse but remained stubbornly silent.

The other two individuals had no family and were willing to accept Gaketork’s offer. Then they exposed the means by which they were paid.

It took Jaffderg’s team the remainder of the cycle to trace the complicated route through which the credits traveled.

Late that evening, Jaffderg’s agents, with Gaketork’s approval, captured a Krackus who’d operated as the intermediary and had initiated the credit payments to the assassins.

Even with a less generous offer from Gaketork, the intermediary quickly gave up his employer.

Gaketork issued an arrest warrant for Ferstost.

Unfortunately, the executor was forewarned.

When Jaffderg’s team arrived at the executor’s residence, they found him locked in his study. A house admin opened the door, and Ferstost was discovered at his desk. He was dead. Tests on the body revealed that he’d taken the same type of poison found in the drinks and meals intended for Dojjdret and Gaketork.

Cycles after Ferstost’s suicide, Jaffderg sat down with Gaketork and Dojjdret.

“Is that the end of it?” Gaketork asked of Jaffderg.

“We’ve no way of knowing,” Jaffderg replied. “Do you have more than one executor who might want you dead?”

Both Gaketork and Dojjdret gurgled so darkly that they started to cough.

“I would assume that answers the question,” Jaffderg responded.

“We’ll continue the contract for a further thirty more cycles, and let’s see what happens,” Gaketork said.

Jaffderg nodded. Then he said, “I’d like to ask a question as a citizen.”

“Jaffderg, you have my permission to ask anything of me you wish to know. I’ll answer as best as I can,” Gaketork replied.

“What’s the possibility of reaching an amicable agreement with the conclave?” Jaffderg inquired.

“Of the many things I’d thought that you’d ask me that wasn’t one of them,” Gaketork admitted. “It’s my hope that the Imperium will reach that goal. However, I can’t see the means to get there against assembly resistance.”

“Are many citizens asking that question?” Dojjdret queried.

“Most of those I know are discussing that subject and one other,” Jaffderg replied.

“Would the other be the Tarbar broadcasts?” Dojjdret inquired.

Jaffderg gurgled. “Those broadcasts have provided many citizens with numerous questions to which we’re getting no answers.”

“What do you and others intend to do about it?” Dojjdret asked.

Jaffderg’s orbs narrowed, and his crest fluttered. In one interpretation, he considered he’d been challenged. In another, he wondered if he’d been given a message. As the executor and the senior admin quietly watched him, he believed they were pointing the way to something critical to the empire.

— Gate Ghosts will continue in Fatal Flaws —
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Glossary

Balgradians (Race in Ferstost’s Territory)

Actinial – Returning Helgart resident

Dastrals – Balgradian sect

Conclave

Articus – Trident SADE

Bethany McIntyre – Suited Naiad, ex-commander

Bibi – Suited Naiad, ex-mickie

Ceda Geneva – Suited clone, partner of Escher Talons

Cordelia – SADE, fleet admiral, partner of Julien

Cremsylon – Eldest SADE

Derry O’Hara – Liberation captain, Pyrean

Escher Talons – Suited Naiad, partner of Ceda Geneva

Gat’r – Suited Naiad, ex-mickie, partner of Shoya

Gaylene Pruitt – New Terran pilot

Giselle Armand – Freighter captain, New Terran

Gistamia – Freedom captain, Hyronzy

Jasper – Suited Naiad, ex-mickie

Johann Stegmeir – Suited Naiad, ex-security captain, partner of Stacey Caballero

Julien – SADE leader, partner of Cordelia

Kelley – SADE, originated by Mickey Brandon

Korvath – Krackus, conclave advisor

Kreese – Male SADE

Kreus – Krackus, Helgart’s ex-governor, now a SADE

Lesling – SADE at Monkfred hunters’ world.

Lita – Suited Naiad, ex-mickie

Luther – SADE, specialist in comm technology

Minimalist – SADE

Miranda – SADE protector, partner of Z

Morgoth – Crocian engineer

Nira Racine – Captain of the Nyslara

Pauline – Female SADE

Primrose – Pyrean female SADE

Scrounger – Suited Naiad, ex-mickie

Shoya – Suited Naiad, ex-mickie, partner of Gat’r

Sossdest – Sylian SADE with Tarbar

Stacey Caballero – Suited Naiad, ex-security, partner of Johann Stegmeir

Temtalum – Toralian pilot for Iltaft

Ticnikrok – Trident senior captain promoted to commodore, Jatouche

Tocknicka – SADE, commander of Outpost Thirteen: Union, Jatouche

Z – SADE protector, partner of Miranda

Freed Home World (Now Rebtar’s Territory)

Resolute – Female Helgart resident, leader of resistance

Freiots

Fetler – Race Relations Minister

Guelmer – Palladon, Freiot leader

Soiter – Defense Minister

Krackus (Imperium Empire)

Dakargk – Executor, antagonist of Rebtar

Dojjdret – Senior admin for Gaketork

Ferstost – Executor of second territory overtaken by Juno and company

Gaketork – Moderate executor, elected presiding executor

Grageth – Executor controlling the territory including Helgart and Jumanus

Imperator – Warship commander

Imperium – Could mean empire, home planet, or governing body

Jaffderg – Security team leader for Gaketork

Rebtar – Presiding executor until election

Krackus (Jegstrat)

Dasskirt – Male security advisor

Felyup – Female engineer

Gafdaj – Foreman under Kahyerf

Gantry – Jegstrat agent previously known as Dasskirt, working with Tarbar

Kahyerf – Grain processing company owner

Krackus Sentients

Dimitri – AI embedded in a peacekeeper, becomes sentient

Fordark – Alternate personality of the Imperium governor

Janus – First AI embedded in a peacekeeper, becomes sentient

Jargreth – Fleet imperator, Janus’s alternate persona

Mariner – AI from the Krackus platform, becomes sentient

Proteus – AI from the Krackus platform, becomes sentient

Monkfreds (Symbiotic Race of Grazers and Riders)

Professor – Grazer, symbiotic partner with Testora

Testora – Rider, symbiotic partner with Ophorous’s linguistic professor

Naiad

Brendan Burke – TM partner, brother of Gemma Burke

Claudia Hoffing – Lead councilor

David Yewall – Councilor

Diana Breneman – Comtech director

Eaton Saby – Board director at Delhart

Fillery Partus – Councilor

Gemma Burke – TM partner, sister of Brendan Burke

Ian Kilpatrick – Astrophysicist, research team director

Jackie – Friend where Lena moves

James Soisson – Councilor

Lena – Coder for astrophysics team

Mila Pappas – Pilot aboard the Liberation, promoted to captain

Oscar Hoffing – TM partner, son of Councilor Claudia Hoffing

Paul van Dysen – Commandant of security

Ramiro Ferraro – Councilor

Robert – Lena’s father

Samuel – Burgeoning digital sentient, becomes a SADE

Simona Yewall – TM partner, daughter of Councilor David Yewall

Sven Nilsson – Senior chief, advisor to HS Transport, partner of Peña

Omnians

Alex Racine – Co-leader of the fleet, partner of Renée de Guirnon

Mickey Brandon – Senior engineer, patriarch of Kelley

Renée de Guirnon – Co-leader of the fleet, partner of Alex Racine

Quellers

Iltaft – Conclave representative

Kosyet – Friend of Timteri’s

Timteri – Iltaft’s senior admin

Wymron – Senior elder

Radags

Dahjist – Commander managing the food processors

Gurderg – Matriarch

Isghert – Matriarch

Pratherg – Matriarch

Pregfert – Young female, daughter of Gurderg

Sisters

Amalima – Sister assigned to Escher to train Earthers

Juno – Second-gen sister, works with Tocknicka

Merlie – Second-gen sister with Peña

Nebulon – Second-gen sister on Darmian

Opal – Traveler pilot for Cremsylon

Peña – First-gen sister, manages HS Transport, partner of Sven Nilsson

Utilimats

Ojaftah – Female warship captain

Ojoojaf – Supreme councilor

Uderfret – Commander at Yeret home world

Ugurter – Supreme forces commander

Ulkfay – Male warship captain

Urgurth – Commander at Freiot home world

Yerets

Ophorous – Utilimat female warship captain, advisor to the Yerets

Uferus – Utilimat wale warship captain, advisor to the Yerets

Yathal – Judimal on local planet

Yoscum – Judimal Council head

Others

Baft Namus – Radag name for the new city, meaning second chance

Bajhaads – Utilimat warhead beads

Colony – Alien race who devastated alliance worlds

Crocian – Alliance race, Morgoth is a citizen

Dischnya – Omnian race

Executor – Krackus lord who rules a domain

HS Transport – Human-Sister transport enterprise in Axis Crossing space

Hyronzy – Alliance race who hosts the Tsargit, the alliance governing body

Jatouche – Alliance race, close allies of Pyreans

Judimal Council – Yerets’ ruling body

Mickies – Mining orphans who received cids and repairs

Pyreans – Humans who settled Pyre, close allies of the Jatouche

Ser – Méridien honorific for males and females

Stratagul – Radag name for the original city, meaning nevermore

Swei Swee – Sentient aquatic race on Omnia

Sylian – Alliance race, often referred to as the cats

Tatasoma – Female Sylian trooper

Tekstria – Collective inhabitants aboard massive fleet facing the conclave

Usaanans – Alliance race known as sand serpents.

Wasat – Commander of Dischnya troops

Planets, Stars, Systems, and Wormholes

Axis Crossing – Intersection of four known wormholes

Balgrade – Home world in Ferstost’s territory

Basyat – System hosting the Queller home world

Darmian – Home world of the Radags

Devona – Queller home planet

Jegstrat – Krackus settled world

Juno – Anomaly connects Helgart space to the Imperium-Queller frontier boundary

Méridien – Original home world of the SADEs

Naiad – Name of colony planet in the Gelus system

New Terra – Home world of the colonists

Outpost Thirteen: Union – New outpost at Helgart

Paltur – Imperium system

Radagul – Radag system

Sathus – Krackus home world

Toralian – Members of Talusian system, marked by their vestigial wings

Trevonian – Queller world

Yofflet – Yeret home world system

Ships

Alexander – Cremsylon’s Quadrant

Destiny – Axis Crossing colony ship

Fortuna – Luxury liner, sister ship to the Liberation

Freedom – Julien’s Quadrant

Liberation – Luxury liner, Helgart residents’ ship

Nyslara – Admiral Cordelia’s quadrant

Peacekeeper – Krackus battleship

Quadrant – Style of ship designed by Z and Miranda, example, the Alexander

Storyteller – HS Transport carrier

Traveler – SADE/sister shuttle

Trident – Omnian tri-hulled warship
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From my early years to the present, books have been a refuge. They’ve fueled my imagination. I’ve traveled to faraway places and met aliens with Asimov, Heinlein, Clarke, Herbert, and Le Guin. I’ve explored historical events with Michener and Clavell, and I played spy with Ludlum and Fleming.

There’s no doubt that the early sci-fi writers influenced my Earthers Saga series, The Silver Ships, Pyreans, and Gate Ghosts. I crafted my stories to give readers intimate views of my characters, who wrestle with the challenges of living in space and inhabiting alien worlds.

Life is rarely easy for these characters, who encounter aliens and calamities, but they persist and flourish. I revel in examining humankind’s will to survive. Not everyone plays fair or exhibits concern for other beings, but that’s another aspect of humans and aliens that I investigate.

My stories offer hope for humans today about what they might accomplish tomorrow far from our home world. Throughout my books, humans exhibit a will to persevere, without detriment to the vast majority of others.

Readers have been generous with their comments, which they’ve left on Amazon and Goodreads for others to review. I truly enjoy what I do, and I’m pleased to read how my stories have positively affected many readers’ lives.

If you’ve read my books, please consider posting a review on Amazon and Goodreads for every book, even a short one. Reviews attract other readers and are a great help to indie authors, such as me.

These novels have reached Amazon’s coveted #1 and #2 Best-Selling Sci-Fi book, multiple times, in the science fiction categories of first contact, alien invasion, and space flight.
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