
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
    Joe Devlin 
 
      
 
    And the Renegades’ Toil 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    James R. Thomas 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Space Academy Series 
 
    Book 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Visit James R Thomas’ books on the Web at: 
 
    https://sites.google.com/site/childrenpicturebooks/ 
 
      
 
   



 

 Copyright © 2021 by James R. Thomas 
 
    ISBN-13: 978-1973575283 
 
      
 
    All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. 
 
    If you purchased this book without a cover, you should be aware that this book is stolen property. Neither the author nor publisher has received any payment for this book. 
 
    Visit James R Thomas’ paperbacks on the World Wide Web at https://sites.google.com/site/childrenpicturesbooks/ 
 
    First Edition 
 
    Editor Susan M. Vertullo 
 
    

  

 
   
    DEDICATION 
 
      
 
    To my Joe Devlin book lovers . . . thanks for coming along on the journey with me to the Tourian Void and beyond. Though I believe I have just begun writing, I have immensely enjoyed the Space Academy series of books, and who knows where Joe Devlin will go next? My dreams are my guidance now. 
 
    J.R.T. 
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    ESCAPE 
 
      
 
    The Boy, as Cadet Second Class Joe Devlin had once called him, was Sadar Tourian. He was a Living God. However, Sadar worried if living would be for the long-term amid the explosions that shook the station, some rapid in succession, others sporadic. The ordeal felt more like a chaotic amusement park ride than his race to freedom on the ill-fated Grax Space Station, Erebus. 
 
    Sadar had been instructed to meet alone guard near a service platform that intersected with the space station’s rotunda. He was uncertain as to how he would identify him from the other sentries since the guards’ black fatigues and helmets were indistinguishable from each other. The solid green face shields on their helmets were intentionally designed to resemble lizard skin, which concealed the soldiers’ identities, and made them look like lizards from afar. 
 
    The Grax soldiers seldom removed their masks between duties on the frozen surface of their planet, Huldra, or when in the merciless backdrop of Space around it. Their uniforms were pressure suits that protected their bodies from any change in temperature on the surface and the pressure differential between the body and Space. 
 
    The helmet and suit worked together with a fully automatic environmental control system that held the guard’s body temperature at a perfect constant while maintaining an optimal humidity level to keep the wearer hydrated for combat. By default, the suits made the user extremely comfortable, so it became desired attire even when off duty. 
 
    When the guards did remove their helmets and masks, their skin had become pale and hairless from overuse, which made the Grax look like adult-sized reproductions of newborns. Since military service was required by all Grax from a young age until mid-life of a long lifespan, it had changed their physical appearance as a race. 
 
    However, once they had retired from military service and were no longer permitted to wear the helmets and masks, their skin became dehydrated, turning dry and rough to the touch from the harsh and fluctuating environmental conditions on Huldra’s surface. This gave an appearance of thickness to their skin. 
 
    Sadar had been instructed to look for a guard with a small heart-shaped mark a few millimeters in width with an arrow through it. It was a new and growing symbol of Grax resistance against the enslavement of the Tourians. The group of defiant Grax was growing quickly, showing that even amongst evil there could always be hope. 
 
    Sadar stepped with caution, trying to stay in the shadows of the dimly lit passageway. The very feat was becoming more challenging as he moved, due to the disorienting bursts of light emanating from the explosions cascading closer and closer. The blasts had identical effects on the Grax, giving Sadar some needed reprieve from capture. 
 
    The catalyst for the station’s sabotage had begun by the hands of Commander Don Devlin, when he had destroyed the fission chamber. This added to Commander Johnson’s destruction of the station’s dampeners that were now combining. The result was a chain reaction of explosions that was quickly engulfing the station from one end to the other. 
 
    Sadar’s thoughts roamed while he lurked through the corridors. He had grudgingly begun to admire Cadet Joe Devlin more than he was ready to admit, given his own hatred of other Bandorians. Nonetheless, Sadar had to leave the cadet behind until the appropriate time presented itself. Besides, the Grax resistance did not support the Bandorians, so arrangements were only made for one to escape. 
 
    When Joe happened upon Sadar and released him, the plan had already been set, and Joe had only affected the start of the timeline. Joe’s fate would have to be left in his own hands, while Sadar returned to his people. However, it was a risky undertaking without the Black Medallion. Sadar was not sure if he was ready to gamble without it. 
 
    BANG! 
 
    The shockwave hit Sadar first with no forewarning, with its sound arriving later. Its force caused a stinging pain all the way down Sadar’s arm to his hand, rebounding with twice its original intensity. The blast had laid him flat against the dark metallic deck, in plain view of other Grax. 
 
    In that split micro-cycle of time, it was already too late. A guard standing at the intersection of two passageways took notice and quickly moved toward Sadar. 
 
    The guard’s weapon looked more like a large club held backward than a laser gun, with its butt end abnormally broad and round, requiring the user to insert their arm inside the rear end to reach the trigger. As the guard closed on Sadar, he slung the weapon over his shoulder freeing up his hands. 
 
    Sadar leaped up from the ground but was caught between the guard and the passageway’s wall. Twisting his body for leverage against the sidewall, he pushed off it with his frail figure. Yet, his action was too late as the guard grasped him tightly. 
 
    Caught again, Sadar was disappointed that he had failed his attempted rendezvous. He was not sure where the guard would take him amidst the explosions. The station seemed doomed. 
 
    The sentry towered over Sadar in height, so he was hidden from view between the guard and the sidewall. For the moment, the guard did not speak. Instead, he looked around before pulling Sadar upright while maintaining his grasp on the boy. Oddly, the guard started to once again observe the surroundings, but Sadar did not know what he was looking for. 
 
    Before the guard turned back, Sadar noticed a slight mark on the rear of the helmet. It was a heart pierced with a dagger. The symbol of the Grax resistance was hidden on the lower curve of the back of the guard’s helmet, where the bottom of the outer surface met the inside of the helmet. It was only visible when viewed at an upward angle since it had been faintly etched on. Sadar had found what he was looking for—or had it found him? 
 
    “Safe, I get you,” said the guard in a broken dialect. “You early. Now I fix. Move!” The guard did not speak further but pushed Sadar forward at a pace so brisk that Sadar thought his legs would give out. 
 
    They turned left. 
 
    Then right. 
 
    Moved another fifty meters. 
 
    Turned right again. 
 
    Moved one hundred meters. 
 
    Turned left. 
 
    The pace was dizzying and with the effects of his injury, and the passageways seemed endless. When Sadar was able to focus, the station’s explosions rocked his senses back into a haze of partial confusion. He just knew he was moving forward, nothing else. 
 
    After receiving such tough treatment, Sadar questioned if he had the correct guard, but he went with it, despite the pounding pain in his tired legs. Malnourishment from the Grax’s captivity made Sadar fatigue easily compared to a healthy eight-year-old, but that is where the comparison ended. Sadar was a Living God, so any sign of pain had to be overlooked to keep his stature intact among his people whom, unknown to him, already thought he was dead. 
 
    Although, as a pledge to his father, Sadar had never worn the Black Medallion, the Tourian people knew of its power and assumed Sadar had always worn it. Sadar had never actually experienced the medallion’s power of healing or ability to make its wearer impervious to death. Sadar had only heard about this from his father’s stories. 
 
    He wondered if Joe had worn it and if he had felt its strength. Yet, Sadar knew he couldn’t let this moment of weakness and pain destroy the Tourians’ way of life. If his god status was threatened, the lives of the Tourians were as well. His escape was the sole hope to free his people from enslavement. 
 
    A voice echoed from the guard’s helmet. “Move! Faster!” 
 
    “I can—” Sadar stopped speaking. He could not say can’t. He had to push on for his people. 
 
    Nevertheless, the guard understood. “Gone soon, if not hurry,” he replied. “People need you . . . hope!” 
 
    More explosions shook the station, knocking the guard and Sadar off balance. Sadar’s legs gave out and he tumbled forward, setting into motion an odd two-person somersault that resembled a synchronized circus act instead of an escape. Three somersaults were completed before they landed on the deck with a deafening thud! The explosions were the worst Sadar had experienced since starting his escape. Whatever had happened, it seemed that the station was literally coming apart at the seams. 
 
    “Levels one through five sealed. Compartments forty-three thru fifty-six breached,” a calm voice reported over the communication system, which seemed odd for the seriousness of the situation. The list consisted of the entire back end of the station. It felt like the entire station was getting blown elsewhere. However, the announcer calmly read through the list as though the damage had barely scratched the station’s paint. 
 
    The detonations were becoming louder and more destructive and, in Sadar’s mind, getting too close for comfort. But now their path was blocked by a Grax search party, who had just found their prize. Sadar tried to turn right, toward the only clear corridor, but his guard yanked him back through a maintenance side door, with the other Grax in pursuit. 
 
    Inside, he stumbled over several maintenance bots working on pipe re-welds, with sparks marking their locations in the dark. The guard grabbed Sadar by the arm, holding him up before once again shoving him roughly forward. The more desperate the situation became, the rougher the guard became. He seemed determined to finish his mission to free Sadar. Even at the risk of injury to the Boy God, and now with a station security team in pursuit, he was not easing up. 
 
    “Move you, much faster,” shouted the guard as shots scorched the walls next to him, instantly vaporizing the surface’s coating. The guard slammed the maintenance door panel behind them, barricading his body against it. The pursuing guards smashed into the panel, but Sadar’s guard held it shut. “There,” the guard yelled. 
 
    “What?” asked Sadar. 
 
    “Hatch open! Now launch!” said the guard. “Experimental ship. Safe it get-you.” 
 
    Sadar swung the hatch open, thumping against the wall with a metallic sound. However, the noise was quickly muffled by the sound of the impending explosions. 
 
    “Quick, door block,” said the guard. “On own now,” he added. “Autopilot front dash, button fat. Press, rest care taken.” 
 
    “I’m not going without you,” said Sadar. 
 
    “Special ship. You fine.” 
 
    “No! Not without you,” Sadar repeated. 
 
    “Go, or both we die,” said the guard. 
 
    The station was now fatally locked in a cascading chain of explosions. Sadar could feel compartments exploding one after another, moving toward them. 
 
    “Go!” insisted the guard. “Time finished!” Then he pushed Sadar through the hatch and slammed it shut behind him. 
 
    Sadar leaped back toward the hatch’s window and saw the guard blocking the maintenance door with his upper torso. Sadar started to reopen the hatch, but his actions were interrupted as the maintenance door burst off its hinges, hurling the guard against the ship’s hatch and reclosing it. 
 
    A dozen Grax guards started to file out in trail to each other and into the confined space between the two doors. This was a tactical error since Sadar’s sentry catapulted himself into the other guards, knocking them back in a domino effect. It was a gutsy move, causing half of them to fall back into the maintenance passageway. Then he aligned his back to the hatch in one last attempt to defend the door, a pointless feat against so many guards. 
 
    Sadar turned around, looking for the fat button described in the guard’s broken dialect of instructions. 
 
    “Sealed. System ready, launch,” spoke the ship’s computer in the same dialect as the guard. It appeared that the guard had also translated some of the ship’s language or had tried. 
 
    The hatch behind Sadar was sealed, but his guard had been captured. His captors’ frantic banging on the ship’s hatch was useless against the outer skin of a ship since they did not have a cutting torch. 
 
    Sadar looked amongst the countless ship buttons, all similar in shape and size. Some were flat and square, while others were rectangular and raised. He was puzzled as to which one to press. 
 
    Without warning, an intense light temporarily blinded Sadar, who instinctively shut his eyes as tight as a clam sheltering from its hunter. He winced as he opened his eyes again. Purple spots blocked his vision as he struggled to see where the light had originated. Its intensity was so strong that even the reflection from the cockpit canopy was enough to blind him momentarily. He turned toward the hatch with his hand acting as a light filter. 
 
    “A torch’s light!” he said out loud to no one’s ears but himself. 
 
    He realized the guards were using it to cut through the door and it would soon be game over. 
 
    Bam! A Grax’s contorted head smashed against the hatch’s window, then immediately disappeared. Sadar’s guard appeared in the window, waving for him to go. Then, in a flash of an explosion, Sadar was thrown against the ship’s controls as it spun head over tail. 
 
    The hatch’s windows filled with fire from the blast, then instantly stopped as the vacuum of space took over. The guard who had helped him was gone, along with the other guards, and what looked like most of the station. His guard had sacrificed himself, delaying the other guards just long enough to allow the station’s chain of explosions to catch up with them. 
 
    Sadar tried to right himself, but he continued to tumble head over heels, slamming against the controls repeatedly. He hit a dozen or more switches with each somersault. Finally, after at least twenty rotations in what felt like a washing machine, his body unintentionally hit the correct button. It lit up red, quickly righting the ship with its thrusters igniting. 
 
    “Autopilot set,” came over the audio system. 
 
    The red button was fat, twice the size of the others, but on the ceiling, the only place he had not looked. 
 
    The guard had preset a course, but to where? 
 
    “Computer, location for flight course?” asked Sadar. 
 
    However, it responded in the Graxs’ language, which the guard had not translated. Sadar realized he would have to wait to learn his ultimate destination, so he decided to relax and await his fate. He took special care not to press any more switches by accident, since he was NOT a pilot or navigator. He just hoped the autopilot knew how to land or he would be in trouble wherever he was headed. 
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    AI 
 
      
 
    Master Repair Specialist Dumar called it AI, an acronym for Artificial Intelligence, meaning that it performed at a higher level and was self-aware. However, to Joe it was a lifeless name to describe a supercomputer that could make trillions of calculations instantly. 
 
    AI could ask its own questions and seek out the answers independently, and to top it off, AI also spoke among other trades. It was a new technology and still experimental, so for the short term, Dumar had asked Joe to keep it to himself since the Intergalactic Space Force, ISF, had not yet made them operational. 
 
    Joe’s relationship with Dumar had deepened greatly since the time of his internship. Dumar now seemed to be working outside the box when it came to Joe. However, Joe wasn’t sure if the AI was a desired addition to his body. The device was a tiny implant, a computer processor the size of a thumbnail, concealed under the skin behind the ear. It worked with the eardrum to relay digitalized speech internally and could also project outward to be heard by others. In any case, Joe heard the AI’s voice the same either way. 
 
    Joe was suspicious of the AI conceivably planting covert commands inside his head. Still, he trusted Dumar’s assurance that nothing of the kind could happen. By default, Dumar had become a mentor to Joe, saying that he had been through too many trials for his youth. He worried that Grax spies would be interested in Joe after his recent interstellar exploits, so he insisted that a little help would counter the risks. 
 
    Nevertheless, Joe still worried about the big brother aspect for the AI, of which the Master Repair Specialist probably intended. Joe didn’t have a brother, and his sister certainly wasn’t big in size to fulfill that aspect. But like any sibling, he especially hated when his sister supervised over him, big brother or not. 
 
    Dumar was a hardened senior enlisted who had seen most of life’s experiences over his years of wartime service. Yet, working with a cadet was novel to Dumar. The experience was rejuvenating and offered a renewed cause, even though it made him overly protective by default. 
 
    “Cadet Joe Devlin, you will be late to class in two hundred and fifty seconds if you don’t move along,” said the AI. 
 
    “Okay, that’s starting to freak me out,” warned Joe. “You’re acting like my mother, but from inside my head and with a nerdy guy’s voice to top it off. Freaky!” 
 
    “Well, Cadet Joe Devlin, being late will earn you additional demerits,” replied the AI. “and records show you have the highest . . .” 
 
    “Stop!” Joe warned again. “A name!” 
 
    “What name do you want me to look up?” requested the AI. 
 
    “A name for you, of course,” replied Joe. “Or did you tell me to do that?” he added with a grin. 
 
    “I assure you, Cadet Joe Devlin, that I can’t tell you what to say. I’m not connected to your mind,” replied the AI, “and naming me is not necessary.” 
 
    “No way,” Joe persisted, “I’m naming you.” He added, “Man, this is weird, hearing you internally. Let’s see . . . who are you like? I mean . . . we just met, and you are nerdy.” 
 
    “If you wish, Cadet Joe Devlin,” replied the AI. “Bringing up a list of computer names to pick from.” 
 
    “And cut that out!” wailed Joe. 
 
    “There is nothing to cut,” answered the AI. 
 
    “I mean it. Call me Joe from now on and stop acting like my mother or I’ll throw you into the trash can.” 
 
    “Well, that would be unproductive,” replied the AI. “and there is a one hundred percent probability that my removal would cause you to bleed severely.” 
 
    “Point?” asked Joe in an exasperated tone of voice. 
 
    “Now, even I don’t know what you mean, and I just processed over one thousand possible outcomes,” said the AI.  
 
    “Point mine . . . if I get you in the trash can on the first toss!” barked Joe. 
 
     “Are you always this nice?” asked the AI. 
 
    “Augie . . . that’s it . . . you’re Augie—understand?” stated Joe. 
 
    “Well, that seems to be a great dog name and not the name of a system that can calculate trillions of functions simultaneously,” replied the AI. “Do you want to hear the list of names?” 
 
    “No, it’s Augie because I need to trust you. I don’t want a computer’s name and you seem to be stubborn. By the way, what’s your flexibility setting currently fixed at?” 
 
    Augie’s voice sounded aged, similar to a man in his late forties. It was a little coarse, with an undertone of digitalization throughout, sounding somewhat similar to Dumar’s, which made sense since he had designed the AI. 
 
    “Twenty percent, to allow for good feedback!” replied Augie. 
 
    “Well, dial that up to one hundred and increase your sense of humor to one hundred percent,” ordered Joe. 
 
    “Okay—this is your mother,” said Augie. “You’re not naming the AI with a dog’s name.” 
 
    “Ha, ha,” said Joe. 
 
    “Wait!” added Augie mockingly. “You’re not supposed to know I put that into your head?” 
 
    “I take that back,” said Joe. “Set both to fifty percent. That way you can have some balance.” 
 
    “Wait a minute?” said Angel from behind Joe. “Is that some kind of AI?” 
 
    “Angel! I didn’t see you come up,” said Joe. “And you’re not supposed to know about it. How long have you been standing there, anyway?” 
 
    “He heard the entire dog naming conversation,” answered Augie instead of Angel. “Do you want me to tell you about things of this sort in the future?” 
 
    “Well, that’s a treat, Joe,” said Angel, “You seem to have met your match. Anyway, I didn’t want to bother you two love birds arguing. Plus,” Angel added, “It took me a little time to figure out you had an AI installed. Didn’t think that was even possible. I thought maybe that the Grax had pushed you over the edge and you had gone totally bonkers.” 
 
    “Really Angel,” said Joe, disappointed with Angel’s lack of faith in him. 
 
    “Well, you were talking to yourself until I realized it could be AI,” replied Angel. 
 
    “His name is Augie,” said Joe. “Not AI.” 
 
    “Augie. Hmmm . . . let me guess! Master Repair Specialist Dumar’s handy work? I’m starting to see now! Is the ISF okay with that?” 
 
    “Yes . . . and no,” said Joe. “Angel, it can’t get out that I have it. I promised Dumar.” 
 
    “You and your secrets. I thought we were best friends!” snapped Angel. “Dumar acts like your uncle.” 
 
    “Angel, really!” retorted Joe. “Your funny bone . . . well, it’s just a bone, you bonehead.” 
 
    “Well then,” said Angel, feeling slighted. “You might want to turn down that subwoofer in your head because I can hear it. Besides, I thought you already had a girlfriend,” he added with a snicker. 
 
    “You’ll never stop trying, will you, Angel?” laughed Joe. 
 
    “Joe,” said Augie, jumping into the fray. “You might have to dial my sense of humor to zero to make sure it’s below Angel’s.” 
 
    “Wait, did that thing just talk to me?” asked Angel. 
 
    Joe laughed. “Angel, it seems that Augie definitely understands you.” 
 
    “Augie, did you change your settings as I asked?” 
 
    “As you command, Master!” Augie said in one last act of defiance before finally reporting, “Process complete.” 
 
    “Ha, ha,” countered Angel sarcastically. “Might want to set that . . . woofer . . . man—really!” was all Angel could say before becoming frustrated and going silent. 
 
    “Augie, stop the external voice,” said Joe. “Can’t have people hearing you. You will need my permission before doing that again. Understood?” 
 
    “Joe—it’s done and understood,” said Augie. 
 
    “Good,” said Joe. “Can’t tell since it’s tied to my ear. I thought it was all internal, and only I could hear it,” he explained to Angel. “Now—Augie—shut down completely for class.” Joe didn’t want to explain how he acquired a supercomputer in his head to the Dean of the Academy, so it was better to be safe for now. 
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    SOMEONE 
 
      
 
    Both Angel and Joe had grown up together in Dansburg, where the city half-hugged the Space Academy grounds known as The Yard. The city and the Academy grounds were divided by a five-meter-high wall, which was meant more to keep the cadets inside during their times of required study than to keep the public out. Together, the city and The Yard squeezed and pulled against each other, wrapping timeworn three-story buildings in a maze of stone walls and narrow alleys. 
 
    Joe and Angel agreed to meet up in downtown Dansburg after their academy classes. Joe arrived first and kept an eye on the crowd. It flowed ever larger with he rush of the homebound workers. Joe decided to move to a more visible area of the streetscape, hoping that Angel might spot him easier. However, the new location was quickly filling up, too. 
 
    Sounds of people chatting came and went as the lines moved. Speeders buzzed by. These beings seemed oblivious to Joe’s existence, regarding him like a physical barrier or inanimate object. He didn’t fit into their cyclic pattern, so they went around him as if he were a street pole. 
 
    Joe knew the area well from his days of playing amongst its maze of streets. Yet, the city wasn’t without troubles, with squalor pockets and crime in the back streets and alleys. On the advice of his father, Joe had always avoided those areas, so he remained naïve about their inner works. The old proverb, out of sight, out of mind, seemed to be an unspoken rule by the local police who avoided those areas unless something had gotten the public’s attention. Only then would the police patrol those parts until the public’s curiosity waned once again. 
 
    “Augie . . . wake up, brother,” directed Joe. “Time to do . . . well, to do what you do. Whatever that is . . .” Joe had forgotten about Augie, on purpose, since the AI system was still novel to him and he still wasn’t sure if he really needed it. It was more to please Master Repair Specialist Dumar. To Joe, flesh and machinery seemed to be forever separated. That line now appeared blurred by the AI’s integration with the mind, unlike a lone functioning prosthetic replacement of a missing limb or failing organ. 
 
    “Okay, Joe. Augie, yes—brother, no,” retorted Augie. “Have to draw the line somewhere and remember, I’m always with you, if you haven’t noticed. This big brother thing is a little strange, even for me.” 
 
    “Well, then again, I think I have you balanced just right. Nevertheless, we have more important things to worry about. Like where’s Angel?” said Joe. “He’s way late!” 
 
    “Are you expecting someone else besides Angel?” replied Augie. 
 
    “No—why?” 
 
    “Well, someone is watching us,” answered Augie. 
 
    “I don’t see any one particular,” said Joe after carefully looking around. The crowd was dense and moving in both directions along the street, expanding and retracting. Citizens made ever-so-slight pathway variations when approaching each other, trying to avoid any collisions. However, the occasional and sometimes careless body bump caused someone’s head to turn with a reaction of surprised rudeness, then quickly disappeared as the two diverged. 
 
    “I don’t expect you to see the person,” said Augie. “I’m using the network of cameras around you to do that. All except one individual have passed or changed direction away from you. This one has remained up street from you, peering in your direction from behind a corner.” 
 
    “So! Is it Angel?” asked Joe as he started heading up the street. 
 
    “No, its height is lower,” replied Augie. 
 
    “Let’s catch up and see,” said Joe as he started to jog to close the distance. 
 
    “Man or woman?” further asked Joe. 
 
    “Unable to identify. The person’s face is covered by a hood, though short in height,” said Augie. 
 
    “Let me know when I have a clear view as I get closer!” directed Joe. 
 
    “You’re not closing the distance, only matching the pace,” answered Augie. 
 
    Joe swiftly changed his walk to a run as he turned the street corner. “Augie, location?” 
 
    “Unknown,” Augie replied. “I’m not picking anything up over the camera network.” 
 
    “It was probably nothing, BIG BROTHER,” said Joe sarcastically. Then he turned and started working back to his previous waiting spot. 
 
    “Amusing,” replied Augie. “Are you always so tenacious?” 
 
    A moment later, Augie alerted Joe. “The person is back.” 
 
    “Any ID?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Nothing,” replied Augie. 
 
    “Okay, the heck with this,” said Joe as he turned down a back alley. 
 
    The alley was full of scoundrels of all types. They did not want to be observed on the main street, and it wasn’t due to their looks. Most had warrants out for their arrests but had to earn a living any way possible, irrespective of the laws. 
 
    “You think this is a good idea!” questioned Augie. “And that is more of a statement than a question. These alleys are hazardous for a person of your age.” 
 
    “Just keep a lookout,” said Joe. 
 
    He moved swiftly past several alley vendors. Most of the suppliers were working off a portable stand. Each one had tripod legs attached to a platform box with items to buy or trade. The whole contraption could be quickly lifted off its legs, which folded together, allowing the vendor to take the black-market goods away if the police raided. 
 
    “Augie, are we being followed?” asked Joe. 
 
    “I don’t recommend using the back alleys,” responded Augie more forcefully, trying to be direct. 
 
    “Stop it!” retorted Joe. “Check the cameras!” 
 
    “Talk about being a big brother,” barked back Augie. “You’re the brother that doesn’t listen.” 
 
    “Don’t make me change your settings again,” replied Joe. “I’ll pick the obeying robot setting.” 
 
    “I’m working it. Time is unspecified,” answered Augie tersely. “Let’s see . . . no active cameras in the back alleys, and that’s the only way I can see lawfully. Standby. The cameras have each sustained damage, taking them all off the public grid. If I had to use deduction, I would say the vendors did the damage, but I don’t guess. By the way, do you think Master Repair Specialist Dumar would approve of your location?” 
 
    “Augie—again,” said Joe in a heightened tone. “Cameras! Man, you talk a lot.” 
 
    Joe kept moving through the alleys, but his youth, along with the fact that he was talking to himself, was getting unwanted attention. Several vendors lifted up their stands and quickly departed the scene. As they left, the area opened up, giving any potential pursuer a clearer view, exactly what Joe was trying to avoid. 
 
    “I think I can fix the cameras by rerouting their proximity network to work locally with me,” said Augie. “It seems to be only the external link that has been disconnected. Its range is limited; however, I think I can piggyback the signal to have them all on at once. The normal function of the proximity network is maintenance. Still the external hardwire has been disabled from the network node at the police headquarters.” 
 
    “Geez, Augie, how much longer?” asked Joe, frustrated with the long explanations. “I thought you could do things fast.” 
 
    “Working on it,” said Augie, trying to reassure Joe. 
 
    According to Augie’s input, no one seemed to be following Joe, so he slowed his movement through the alley and tried to be more cautious about speaking to Augie while near the vendors. Joe was looking for a place to hide and flip the situation on his follower, but his options seemed limited. Most exits were blocked by the sellers, ensuring them a quick getaway. The deeper Joe ventured into the back alley, the denser the crowds became until the alley intersected with a narrow side-path that divided the two backsides of the main street’s businesses. In this area, he could find no refuge. He headed down the path anyway, trying the back doors. However, one after another was locked. 
 
    “I have a feed,” reported Augie. 
 
    “And?” said Joe. 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t easy, but . . .” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “The person is still following you and closing, but you have nowhere to hide,” answered Augie. 
 
    “Well, keep looking for a place,” said Joe. 
 
    “Sure, I’ll just have a camera installed,” replied Augie in a sarcastic tone. 
 
    Joe kept trying doors, but all were locked. Finally, one was unlocked and even cracked slightly, allowing the breeze to flow through the store. Joe pushed it fully open and walked through. The store was tightly packed full of merchandise, with business suits hung on the walls and racks. He carefully walked past a distracted clerk behind a counter, deeply absorbed in reading a book. Joe continued toward the front door where, in his haste, he shoved it open to the main street. 
 
    “Hey—you—kid,” said the clerk after hearing the door chime sound. “Get back here.” 
 
    But it was too late since Joe had already entered the street. By the time the clerk came through the front door, Joe was out of sight, having turned down another alley on the far side of the street. He could hear the clerk shouting for the police. 
 
    “Well, there’s a police alert over the network,” said Augie. 
 
    “Are you still tracking the person following me?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Yes, crossing the street,” reported Augie. 
 
    Joe again moved into the back alley as it quickly narrowed, making the walk past the vendors a challenge. These vendors were selling with only their hands, which looked rough in appearance. They didn’t seem to appreciate Joe’s presence. 
 
     Joe shook it off and kept moving. He brushed and bumped against people who were sometimes shoulder to shoulder. He ducked and turned through the crowd, making sure whoever was following him would cast no doubt to their intentions. Finally, when the alley again widened, Joe was able to hide next to the side of the building. Next to him a vendor selling ion crystals, which were illegal in civilian hands. 
 
    “Augie, do you have a camera view?” asked Joe. 
 
    The vendor turned his head slightly toward Joe at the mention of the word camera, then casually back toward the alley in a slow pan of the area before returning to his business. 
 
    Since Augie’s voice was ordered by Joe to be only heard internally after the incident with Angel, the vendor, not knowing any difference, just thought Joe was just a goofy kid. 
 
    “ISF has a satellite overhead,” said Augie. “But tapping into that system is forbidden for you.” 
 
    “Can you tap into it?” asked Joe. 
 
    “I have all military access codes,” replied Augie. 
 
     “Geez, then tap into it,” said Joe. “I’m ISF and you were created by the ISF. Plus, remember what Dumar said, it could be a Grax spy after me. Come on, BIG BROTHER!” 
 
    “You’re still a cadet,” said Augie. “You seem to flip this ‘Big Brother’ thing to suit your situation. Sure, you’re ISF, but not a commissioned officer quite yet!” 
 
    “And your purpose is to protect me!” reminded Joe to Augie. “That person could be a Grax operative.” 
 
    As an AI, Augie was able to think for himself, and his prime objective was to protect Joe. If he did that, he could just reason that it was workable to access the satellite without Joe seeing anything of vital importance. Plus, with the police alerted, Augie wanted to make sure Joe was in the clear. 
 
    “Accessing!” said Augie. 
 
    “Can you see the person?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Yes. Twenty meters away and closing.” 
 
     “Augie, is there an area nearby not covered by the satellite?” 
 
    “Checking,” replied Augie. “There is one.” 
 
     The viewpoints from above and the darkness had kept one area out of sight, and Augie had found it. 
 
    “Guide me to it, fast!” said Joe. 
 
    “Follow that alley behind you,” directed Augie. 
 
    Joe sprinted down the alley. 
 
    “Turn left,” said Augie as he passed an intersection. 
 
    “What?” said Joe, surprised by the abrupt instruction as he was sprinting. He instead lost his balance, trying unsuccessfully to make the turn, crashing through a vendor and his box, then into a building’s stone façade. 
 
    Joe could feel blood plasma quickly filling in on his upper shoulder where the skin had been removed. Before he could regain balance, a light that had been partially sheared off the building fell, shattering glass upon the ground and over the vendor’s raw, bloodshot meat, which had spilled from the handheld platform. Joe could only guess what kind of meat, but it was probably not the legal kind sold at the local supermarket. 
 
    “Our friend is close,” said Augie, adding, “And I said ‘left,’ not through the vendor.” 
 
    “Come on,” complained the vendor. “That’s prime meat!” 
 
    “Funny,” replied Joe out loud to Augie, upsetting the vendor who couldn’t hear Augie’s internal dialog to Joe. 
 
    “Funny, you say. Who’s going to pay for this, Kid?” demanded the vendor as he retrieved a bloody piece off Joe’s shoulder before wiping the ground particles off the exterior of the meat. The meat purge had already dripped down Joe’s back, confusing him between his own blood and that of the meat’s. 
 
    “Sorry, I wasn’t talking to you,” said Joe. 
 
    “Who then, Kid?” asked the vendor looking around. “You shouldn’t be in this part of the back alley! Don’t want you disappearing.” 
 
    “Hurry! Left—below the overhang,” said Augie out loud. That was enough for the vendor to shift his focus to his surroundings trying to figure out where the voice had come from. 
 
    When the vendor turned back around, Joe was nowhere to be seen, as he had moved down the passageway about one hundred meters into a different part of the alley. 
 
    “Here?” pointed Joe to Augie. 
 
    “Sorry Joe, it’s going to take time for us to learn how to work together,” responded Augie. “I can’t visually see where you are pointing unless I have a camera in the area or, in this case, the satellite overhead. That will be a future upgrade I would like to have. But to answer your question, you are no longer in view of either the cameras or the satellite so I can deduct that you are under the overhang.” 
 
    “Wow, that was long-winded,” complained Joe. “Can you at least identify that person without a dissertation?” 
 
    “No,” replied Augie. 
 
    “You’re right. It’s going to take some time,” sighed Joe. “Try between one and ten for your answer. Ten being long-winded.” 
 
    “Understood,” replied Augie. “I’m unable to get a good angle from the satellite to identify, though, I have a visual and the person is close. Ten meters until I lose coverage for THAT person. I’ll use relative speed for timing for your position.” 
 
    “Better,” acknowledged Joe. He was still adjusting to Augie’s voice in his ear, and after the collision, he’d had little time to get his wits back. He stood next to a building that was in near darkness, causing the structure's edge to blur to a vague appearance over Joe’s body. 
 
    “Joe,” said Augie. “You need to start speaking telepathically to me, or the person might hear you.” 
 
    Joe just shook his head, unsure of how, to do what Augie had asked, so he remained quiet instead as the person neared. 
 
    “Less than one meter,” said Augie. 
 
    The overhang of the building almost fully extended to the other side of the alley restricting the satellite’s view. A mixture of sulfur from a sewer vent below Joe’s feet and a garbage odor from behind caused Joe to wince. He wanted to jump out just for fresh air. 
 
    “The person should be in view in five . . . four . . .,” warned Augie. 
 
    Joe pressed his body into the wall, preparing to leap. 
 
    “Three . . . two . . . one . . .,” said Augie. 
 
    Joe saw the person come into view with a hood pulled forward, covering the face. 
 
    Bang! 
 
    Clang! 
 
    The sound of a mechanical lift filled the air. 
 
    Joe kept to his cover, but the noise was deafening as a dumpster rose off the ground. Before Joe knew it, the dumpster had been lifted completely up, distracting him. When he finally looked forward again, the hooded person was passing beside him unaware of his location. 
 
    “Hey,” yelled Joe over the truck’s machinery noise. 
 
    The person turned in a panic and froze, not expecting Joe to be there, but Joe was already on top of him. 
 
    The question is, why was Joe jumping upon a stranger who had done no harm, besides following him? He didn’t know, but it was too late as the body went limp from surprise and fell forward with Joe’s momentum, tumbling on the ground. Joe ended up on top of the person who had become pinned face down. 
 
    Joe grabbed the person’s shoulders, which felt fragile. He spun them around, only to release his grip when he saw who it was—the Boy God . . . and he was on Bandor. 
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    REVENGE IS YOURS 
 
      
 
    Onboard Command Ship Grax Battle Cruiser, GBC Sarlacc 
 
      
 
    Vi Ryant scowled over the wreckage of the Space Station Erebus through her stateroom’s window. Her eyes were wide open and stunned in disbelief. She knew every inch of the vast, once-operative station where she had grown up. Living on the space station had been liberating for Vi Ryant as a child. Back then she had been restricted to the mines of Huldra. The planet’s relentless snow had covered surface and suffocated all its life below. Now Erebus lay dead, its once-bustling corridors shredded by explosions, filled with the cold and vacuum of Space. 
 
    The scene of the carnage wounded Vi Ryant inside, as she understood the sabotage both literally and figuratively. She felt the pain deep inside, where it seemed to take on a life of its own, searching for something to contain it, but instead damaging everything it touched. 
 
    “Why don’t you wear your protective suit anymore? It’s making you look very different,” said Si Ryant in total disdain toward his sister’s appearance. “Your servants look upon you . . . well, it’s makes you look more like our enemy in appearance.” 
 
    It was true, Vi Ryant wasn’t wearing the normal protective suit that her people had always donned everywhere. Instead, she was wearing a red robe that was made of silk and followed her body’s contour loosely. 
 
    At first her skin peeled heavily from the normal dry and thick layers, but now it was slowly softening to the touch and thinning. She was no longer ghostly white in appearance as the blood returned to the surface of her skin. Blonde hair was growing again in areas it had not grown in cycles due to the constant suit and helmet wearing. She was curious about how her appearance would change if she kept the suit off longer. 
 
    “Yes, change is upon us in many ways, but it doesn’t matter anymore, since this is the end for us, my brother,” Vi Ryant retorted. 
 
    She received no response from Si, so she turned to see if he and the Chief Scientist were still there. Her brother’s face was masked in apathy while the Chief Scientist purposely looked away, pretending not to hear her brother’s prior comment. 
 
    “It would have worked,” she added, again to no reaction from her brother. The Chief Scientist nodded in understanding what she was referring to. 
 
    The destruction of the station’s fission device signaled the end of her peoples’ existence on Huldra. With no way to restart the fission of her planet’s star, they were without hope. The war she created had turned on her. 
 
    “We have another way, my sister” replied Si Ryant, letting his words push against her thoughts, but keeping his real ambitions ever inward and hidden. “It will end this war and the refugee situation.” 
 
    “You said that before, my brother, one too many times,” said Vi Ryant scornfully in return for his outward disdain of her. 
 
    During the station’s destruction, the Grax on board had been evacuated to all the military and civilian vessels in her Fleet. Vi Ryant’s combat-ready ships had by default become cities. Without a place to relocate her people, each vessel had to pack the Grax in like caged vermin, crowding the ships beyond their safe capacity, which compromised their ability to engage in combat. Even Vi Ryant’s early childhood home at the mines of Huldra was out of the question, as they had been filled with Tourian slaves. 
 
    “Can it regenerate the fission process in the White Dwarf?” asked Vi Ryant. 
 
    “My Supreme Leader, the fission is done because the nuclear fuel is spent,” answered the Chief Scientist. “A transportable version won’t be able to restart the fission of the star, since it needs hundreds of motion dampeners that Erebus no longer has, along with the space to house them. Without that, the fission charger cannot pull in enough helium to replenish the star’s fuel. It has to be perfectly still to focus on the source and to contain its core, or you will have highly radioactive particles going everywhere.” 
 
    “So, it’s a weapon then,” said Vi Ryant sounding disappointed. 
 
    Without ships for battle, the war was lost. Vi Ryant knew she had to defend against further Bandorian attacks, which now seemed imminent, and she had to figure out where to relocate her people in order to free up her warships. 
 
    “—Yes!” said Si Ryant, with a nod and slight smile. He seemed pleased with this conclusion. 
 
    “Can’t we also rebuild the old one?” asked Vi Ryant. “It’s our home.” 
 
    Si Ryant winced in response to the superfluous questions. He hated probing. “An impossible thing you ask!” he blurted, instantly realizing his insolent tone. Quickly, he changed to a calmer answer. “My sister, we only have the resources for one since our star is dying while we reconstruct a larger one.” 
 
    Vi Ryant sighed and turned to her viewing port before she spoke again, her back to her brother. 
 
    “Si, do you remember the images of our planet from when we were young?” asked Vi Ryant. “The abundant plant life . . . and creatures?” 
 
    “You have forbidden those, which was a wise decision, my sister,” said Si Ryant. “It’s not in our culture to focus on the past!” 
 
    Vi Ryant turned to flash a loathing glance at her brother. “Si, you act like you had no part in it. Maybe I should appoint myself with a new counsel . . . one without royal blood and not in line to my throne. One that doesn’t forget one owns suggestions that I respected.” 
 
    “No need to focus on that, my sister,” countered Si Ryant. “This weapon will bring destruction to the ISF. Then you will rule the new Huldra and have all the plants and creatures you desire.” 
 
    “A device—not a weapon—was supposed to be the answer for our people,” said Vi Ryant in a heated tone. “Si! We should not focus on conquering other worlds, but to save ours.” 
 
    “You saw what it did to the ISF ship,” said Si Ryant. “Where do we put the refugees if we fight with the ships that now house them? It’s the only way to save them!” 
 
    “You mean my people,” retorted Vi Ryant. “Refugees they are not, my brother.” 
 
    Vi Ryant didn’t like the new strategy her brother was pushing, but she was distressed by her people’s suffering. Her brother seemed to always have a ready, thought-out solution during times of little choice. He had always been at her side, faithful and helpful. She appreciated him, but lately, she wondered about his true intentions. 
 
    “What about peace with the Bandorians and life in the Tourian Void for our people?” Vi Ryant continued, probing her brother’s head for a better solution. 
 
     “This Admiral Pearson seems fixed on destroying us,” replied Si Ryant. “There’s ample evidence that he knows about the Tourians’ situation.” 
 
    “Where is this evidence you speak of?” asked Vi Ryant. “I have seen nothing but what lies before my eyes. Aren’t we the ones who attacked the Bandorians at your counsel?” 
 
    “My sister, I will have the evidence sent to your stateroom right way. You will hear Admiral Pearson’s own words,” retorted Si Ryant. 
 
    “And if we are again attacked here before we make our move . . .,” Vi Ryant demanded to know, pausing for his response. 
 
    “Then we destroy their ships one by one with the fission weapon, my sister,” said Si Ryant. 
 
    “And if you hit our star in the process of targeting those ships?” asked Vi Ryant. 
 
    Si Ryant resisted answering but knew he could not avoid it. She was the supreme leader. “That would destabilize the star’s core and cause it to collapse . . . into a Black Dwarf.” 
 
    “Radiation from the process would destroy everything,” added the Chief Scientist. 
 
    Vi Ryant had never planned to weaponize the fission device. Still she was torn between her growing hate for the Bandorians and the survival of her people. 
 
    “Just thought you’d point that out!” retorted Si Ryant. “Really . . . you chief scientists are masters of the obvious. We don’t plan to fire it here but in Bandorian territory. This portable weapon will give us the advantage again. Besides, the Bandorians have forced our hand by destroying the space station. If we rebuild something that size here, again, they will just destroy it at first chance along with more of your people.” 
 
    “But if it misses?” questioned Vi Ryant again. “It will destroy us?” 
 
    “My Supreme Leader, yes,” said the Chief Scientist. “Anything in the area hit by the radiation will not survive contact.” 
 
    “But we won’t miss,” quickly added Si Ryant. 
 
    “Chief Scientist, rest assured that you’ll still get your chance to once again build a proper fission device to restore our star to its previous glory. That’s if we have the resources my brother says are needed elsewhere. However, for now, you may leave my stateroom.” She sighed outwardly before adding, “I need to talk to my brother, alone.” 
 
    As soon as the Chief Scientist departed, Vi Ryant turned toward Si. “As for you, my brother. . ..” 
 
    “Joe Devlin,” blurted Si Ryant before clearing his throat and trying to reinsert confidence back into his tone. “My sister.” 
 
    “What about him?” she asked. 
 
    “He’s a genuine threat, along with his family. Intel reported that his father first took the book of Bulla from Fandor, and his son is believed to be the reason the Bandorians acquired the Black Medallion. You must feel . . . well . . . a little. . ..” He avoided the word worried, instead said, “concerned!” 
 
    She knew her brother would never be totally subservient. Though with the Chief Scientist gone, Vi Ryant was more forgiving of her brother’s disobedience. But she still had to keep him in check. 
 
    “Yes—that’s his name,” said Vi Ryant in a condescending tone, “But you meant to say, ‘a little worried,’ my brother.” She clenched her teeth in anger. “If I would have known the effects of one person, the damage done to my world, let alone the whole family, none of them would still be around. No . . . only concerned about my little brother and his ambitions.” 
 
    Si didn’t miss a beat, acting like they were having a normal conversation. “A profound effect, one could say, my sister.” But then he pushed his luck. “Joe Devlin made a fool out of you when he captured one of your ships and then destroyed your command ship. Not very commanding, don’t you think?” 
 
    “You may be my brother, but your words are treacherous to the ground you stand upon,” replied Vi Ryant. 
 
    “My sister,” he said trying to back down on his previous words. “You misinterpret my intentions.” 
 
    “My brother—do explain your way out of this one,” she snapped. 
 
    “No need to when my intent is to protect my supreme leader’s reign. This pint-size cadet needs to be captured so you can show our . . ..” He cleared his throat of treason before continuing, “Your peoples’ assurance to your destiny. Now, with the group of rebellious Grax who think the Tourians should be freed, the timing couldn’t be better.” 
 
    “Why not just free the Tourians? I never intended them to exist as they are now,” said Vi Ryant. “It’s a waste of needed resources.” 
 
    “Remember why you did it,” he replied. 
 
    “Remember . . . it was your idea to imprison them,” she retorted. 
 
    “Yes, and it would have worked if it wasn’t for that cadet beating us to it on the Bandorian moon,” said Si Ryant. “Having the Black Medallion would have made you their God. However, now they believe their God is dead.” 
 
    Vi Ryant turned away and looked through the port window to try to calm herself, but the sight of the wreckage, it did the opposite. 
 
    Si Ryant pounded. “If you would have captured Joe Devlin, you would already have the Black Medallion and made him the example.” 
 
    “He’s just a boy,” she countered surprised by his onslaught of words. “And besides—we did have him. If it wasn’t for your lack of control of the intruders, my brother, I would have seen his face on the video taking the medallion.” 
 
    Si Ryant wasn’t backing down with the Chief Scientist away. “My sister, and the station . . ..” 
 
    “Enough!” said Vi Ryant cutting her brother off. “Guards,” she spoke bellowed. 
 
    Her stateroom door opened with four sentries rushing into position themselves around Si Ryant, weapons drawn. He stiffened with fear of the guards and Vi Ryant’s intentions, but all he could do was wait for his sister’s next words. 
 
    The mere mention of the station had put fire into her veins, filling her with rage. She knew her brother’s intentions were always double layered with purpose, not always focused on her people. Regardless, Joe Devlin had set a new path in motion, one that could be the end to her planet’s star and her people. 
 
    Vi Ryant took in a large breath before letting it out slowly to calm herself, realizing what she was about to order. But she changed her mind. “Leave my presence,” she said instead. “I’ve had enough of you for one day—my brother.” 
 
    Her brother turned cautiously, taking care not to bump one of the guard’s weapons and then walked out between the sentries. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    With her brother gone, her own thoughts returned. Vi Ryant had no choice but to defeat the Bandorians to keep her people’s loyalty, or her brother would have the chance to overthrow her at any sign of weakness. 
 
    Her First Officer entered through the stateroom door and approached. 
 
    Vi Ryant turned to meet him. He was much larger than her, but his loyalty was unquestionable. In fact, her brother usually avoided being in her presence when she was with her First Officer since he knew the First Officer would not hesitate to enforce loyalty upon anyone who disrespected Vi Ryant. 
 
    “My Supreme Leader,” said her First Officer, “I have been notified of an intercepted Bandorian transmission. Your brother seems already to have viewed it, but only now turned it over to me. It’s from one of our scout ships and is marked of the highest importance.” 
 
    “Yes, my brother, always so thoughtful to review anything of importance. You must keep an eye on him.” 
 
    “Yes, my Supreme Leader,” replied the First Officer. “And for the transmission?” he added. 
 
    “Send it to my stateroom. I want to hear it in private.” 
 
    “As you wish, my Supreme Leader,” replied the First Officer, clicking his heels in attention to her order. 
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    YOUR ENEMY IS MINE TOO! 
 
      
 
    “Well, it wasn’t quite a tackle,” denied Joe as he helped straighten the Boy God back upright. “But how did you ever find me?” 
 
    Sadar Tourian pulled his hood back over his head to hide his face. “Not a hug either, Cadet Joe Devlin—and find you—you say! That was the easy part. You mean, how did I travel to Bandor and get past its defenses?” 
 
    “Yeah, that too,” replied Joe. 
 
    “Cadet Joe Devlin, that’s a long story for another time,” replied Sadar. 
 
    “And that is?” asked Joe, still wanting to know how a boy traveled so far alone. 
 
    “If you insist, Cadet Joe Devlin,” said Sadar. 
 
    “It’s a must because you shouldn’t even be here. It doesn’t make any sense. I mean, it’s not that I’m not happy to see ya, but you crossed the system . . . no, systems! How?” 
 
    “Fair enough, Cadet Joe Devlin, but only the gist,” said Sadar. “We just don’t have time for long conversations.” 
 
    “Well at least you understand that over someone else I know,” said Joe. 
 
    “What?” asked Sadar. 
 
    “Never mind, continue with your story,” said Joe. Augie was keeping quiet and Joe did not want to antagonize him. 
 
    Sadar looked around to make sure no one else was within listening distance before he continued. “I acquired a Grax ship, or more accurately, I was stuffed into one while the space station your family and friends sabotaged blew up around me.” 
 
    Joe chuckled at the thought of what happened on the space station. It was not supposed to be funny. What Joe did was right out mad and had seemed more of a dream than something he had actually been part of until Sadar started to talk about it. 
 
    “Real humorous, Cadet Joe Devlin,” snapped Sadar. 
 
    Joe did not like the boy calling him by his full name and rank. It just sounded formal and weird at the same time. “Okay—well—yes, not so, but you could have come with me,” said Joe. “And Sadar, please call me Joe. After what we went through together with the Grax, I think it’s only right.” 
 
    “Sure, Joe!” replied Sadar. “But you see, I never planned to come to Bandor, but the situation dictated it.” 
 
    “The situation?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Yes. Do you remember what I said before we parted ways? But hold that thought, since we have unwanted ears around us,” replied Sadar. 
 
    Yes, Joe remembered, but he did not have the medallion, so he changed the focus back to his previous inquiry. “So how did you get past the ISF?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Turned out to be easier than you’d think, with a cloaked Grax ship,” said Sadar. “Of course, after I figured out how to fly. I totally didn’t know how to do that, you know. It’s a good thing it’s harder to hit things in space when you’re learning.” 
 
    “Plus, finding me?” said Joe. 
 
    “Compared to me learning how to fly, finding you across galaxies—wasn’t that hard, you know, when I think about it,” said Sadar. “Though the landing part still needs a lot of work. I expected it would take some time to find you in your home city, but nope. There you are, in the center of the path while everyone else was walking around you. You might as well have a beacon on your head.” 
 
    “Funny,” said Joe. 
 
    “Did anyone ever tell you that you need to be more careful of who’s following you, especially with your reputation among the Grax?” added Sadar. 
 
    “Now you sound like Augie,” replied Joe. 
 
    “Who?” asked Sadar. 
 
    “Me,” replied Augie out loud. 
 
    “Whoa, what was that?” asked Sadar. 
 
    “Sorry, that’s only my AI, Augie, who’s supposed to be internal, right Augie?” 
 
    Augie did not reply in protest. 
 
    “Augie can have a little attitude . . . unless I program it out of him,” said Joe before adding, “Hint, hint!” 
 
    “Can that thing be trusted?” asked Sadar. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” replied Joe. “Yes, we’re friends! But I still don’t know why you are here. Let’s get back to how you got past the Bandor’s defenses.” Joe liked the boy, but he tended to take his time to get to the point. 
 
    “I’m getting to that!” said Sadar. He motioned Joe to walk with him away from the gathering eyes. Several vendors had returned after temporarily leaving due to the ruckus of their circus stunt. These scoundrels were easily scared away until they were sure that the situation would be advantageous for them. Now it seemed that Joe and Sadar’s ages seemed to be getting unwanted attention. 
 
    “Never thought I could get their attention,” said Joe. Besides, they were not the type of people who wanted to talk to the authorities, but that also stirred fears for Joe. He did not want to come up missing. 
 
    “You think they recognize us?” said Sadar. 
 
    None of the Bandorians, besides a few closes to Joe, knew what Sadar looked like. Joe had only told a handful of people of the Boy God’s existence—Brock, Johnson, his dad, Emilie, James, and Angel—so unless they leaked it, no one else knew that the Tourian God was a living one, let alone as living one. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Joe. “You—probably no. And as to me, well, my picture really hasn’t been on the news, just the Devlin name. My dad was a hero in the Tourian War. Whenever I do something crazy; they post a picture of my father instead, or it becomes gossip about me. Mostly due to my status as a cadet. I don’t think the ISF wants people knowing a cadet is causing issues!” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Sadar sarcastically, “Remember your hero father did defeat my people!” 
 
    The chuckle started low in Joe but increased to laughter. 
 
    “What’s so funny again?” asked Sadar. 
 
    “I guess we’re friends after all,” replied Joe. “Your sarcasm reminds me of how Angel and I joke around. Our planets’ history is against each other, but they are now coming together once again. Remember, we did stay at the same hotel!” 
 
    “Yes, the same hotel,” said Sadar laughing. “The Grax had the worse room service and accommodations. Why didn’t we ever file a complaint?” 
 
    “Well, we blew it up instead!” 
 
    “Yes, you are forgiven,” said Sadar with a smile. 
 
    As they walked, Joe put his arm around Sadar’s shoulder in friendship, but to also to satisfy any onlooker that there was no trouble among them. 
 
    Joe’s father had kept Sadar’s name and title a secret from the ISF, mostly until he knew what to do with the Black Medallion. So, for now, the boy’s identity seemed safe among the crowd, but Joe was not too sure about himself. 
 
    Once the entire crowd had melted back into the stream of pedestrians flowing past, Joe and Sadar moved to a new part of the alley, void of satellite coverage, before they continued their conversation. 
 
    “The Grax have reconnaissance ships that can avoid your sensors. Though it’s been a slow process of learning how to use it fully. I’m getting better,” said Sadar. 
 
    “Joe, we need to report this to the ISF,” said Augie. 
 
    “No, we’re not doing that, are you crazy?” replied Joe. 
 
    “What was that?” asked Sadar. “Calling me crazy now?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. Augie is speaking to me again.” 
 
    “I didn’t hear him,” said Sadar. 
 
    “No, it was internal, just to me,” said Joe. 
 
    “Can I trust it?” said Sadar. 
 
    “Yes,” replied Joe. “He follows my commands. Well, mostly.” 
 
    Joe was not used to his personal AI, but Augie had found the boy among the crowded street, something Joe had missed. Augie also made sure that no cameras were observing them in the alley. Again, something Joe could not have done by himself without detailed plans of the camera system. What seemed difficult for a person, Augie was able to complete with little effort. 
 
    Joe sensed Sadar’s apprehension on Augie. “Relax, Sadar. I’m still getting used to the AI myself. The inside versus outside voice still messes with me. I had no clue you were going to be here. Please—trust Augie and me! Anyway, I thought you were off to save your people?” 
 
    “I’m trying. That’s why I’m here,” said Sadar. “You know we Tourians don’t like technology.” 
 
    “I can’t get rid of Augie,” replied Joe. “You’re going to have to get used to it around me. 
 
    “No, I mean ships or anything with technology,” replied Sadar. “It’s against my beliefs.” Sadar had taken an enormous risk of traveling to Bandor to find Joe. Now he was in a back alley waiting to see if he had made the right choice while his people rotted in Huldra’s mines under the Grax rule. 
 
    Sadar hoped that, if only the Bandorians knew about his people’s enslavement and common ancestors, like with the Grax sympathizers, they would come to their help. There seemed to always be two opinions in every group, and he was counting on it. 
 
    “Oh, well, Augie is the best of it,” said Joe. “You know it’s wrong, what the Grax have done to your people. I give you my word, since your enemy is mine, too! I just can’t speak for the ISF or the Bandor citizens.” 
 
    With all the fighting that was going on, it was true the Tourians were not really their enemy anymore, but they were not friends either. The Grax had both the Tourians and Bandorians as a common enemy. The problem was that Admiral Pearson did not see it this way. With Joe and Sadar’s friendship, forged against all odds, maybe there was a third approach. 
 
    “Thanks, Joe. Can’t have the AI telling the ISF I’m here for obvious reasons.” 
 
    “Okay, it’s Augie, not AI. You would think for a Tourian God you be able to remember my name by now,” said Augie. “And I didn’t give you my word, did I!” 
 
    “Sorry, he’s a little sarcastic,” said Joe. “Augie!” 
 
    “Fine, just kidding. I can’t do anything to harm Joe. My programmer, Master Machine Specialist Dumar, made sure of it,” replied Augie. 
 
    “Okay, now why don’t you tell me why you’re here,” said Joe. 
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    WITHOUT CHOICE 
 
      
 
    Vi Ryant’s stateroom was perched high above the rear of the flagship’s superstructure, giving her a commanding view of the vessel’s chief structure below. Huldra’s white dwarf’s rays flooded her room with light, its last remaining property since the star’s heat no longer reached the distance of its rays. 
 
    A recording of a newsnet broadcast interrupted Vi Ryant’s view on the forward observing window, which also functioned as an audiovisual screen. The report was over a solar day old, since the scouting ship’s transmission had been delayed to conceal its location while in Bandorian territory. Instead, the ship returned to base to deliver highly classified intelligence reports. 
 
    Vi Ryant’s video screen displayed Bandorian Media Broadcast, Classified. She let out a small sardonic-laugh, since she felt that watching it was a waste of her time. She believed that no valuable intelligence would ever come from a civilian media broadcast, especially one available to every Bandorian citizen. 
 
    The broadcast began . . . 
 
    Good evening, tonight we present a special broadcast . . . THE GRAX AT WAR . . . with a one-on-one interview with ISF Admiral Pearson, the Supreme Commander of war against two worlds. Plus, a bonus feature, Who Really Are the Tourians? 
 
    The video panned to a Bandorian graphic titled Badorian News with Judy Holder, followed by audiovisual extracts of Grax warships firing on the Bandorian command ship, then trailed by the destruction of the Grax Space Station Erebus, before fading to the female newscaster. 
 
    “This is Bandorian News with Judy Holder,” announced the narrator. 
 
    “Good evening, I’m Judy Holder. Tonight we start with the GRAX AT WAR,” she announced. “The rumors of Grax planning to invade Bandor have been confirmed by Admiral Pearson. Now, I want to personally introduce the Admiral with an exclusive interview recorded earlier today.” 
 
    The video transformed into an image of Admiral Pearson seated behind a dark brown wooden desk with the backdrop of a military office. The desk was grand in appearance and was the largest piece of furniture in the room. Conversely, Judy Holder was seated in front of the Admiral’s desk in a chair that looked flimsy and very uncomfortable. It was lower when leveled against the desk’s height and chair, giving the Admiral a commanding presence over Judy, who seemed sunk in the room. 
 
    The prerecorded interview started. 
 
    “Admiral Pearson,” said Judy Holder in an uneasy voice. “Welcome to the Bandorian News Broadcast and thank you for taking the time out of your war schedule to answer questions from the Bandorian citizens.” 
 
    “Well, thank you, Ms. Holder. I’m happy to be here. I do work for the citizens after all,” said Admiral Pearson. He seemed smug, but his comment was serious. 
 
    “Yes, Admiral,” said Judy, her voice changing from a nervous tone to a more confident one. She leaned forward in her chair toward the admiral and cut to the chase. “Admiral, is the ISF ready for war?” 
 
    Before the Admiral could reply, Judy deftly added, “What can you say to the people of Bandor that will give them—some, reassurance that they are safe from another Grax attack?” 
 
    “Well, Ms. Holder,” replied Admiral Pearson in a commanding voice. “I want to thank you for the time to reassure every Bandorian personally. However, I can’t give you any declaration at this time. The Grax are ruthless people with a new fission weapon that could destroy our world. Who knows if they haven’t already miniaturized it for deployment against Bandor? It’s only a matter of time before they will attack us, but what I assure you . . . is that under my leadership, we will be ready for them.” 
 
    A camera drone rapidly moved to a higher elevation, preparing to shift to a new view of the Admiral, while the other drone stayed on Ms. Holder. Once stabilized, the broadcast swapped the camera view back to the Admiral. 
 
    “Admiral Pearson, yes,” said Judy, “The rumors have been spreading about a doomsday weapon. Thank you for confirming it and–yes—your leadership is reassuring, but can you affirm that this fission weapon is truly intended against the Bandorians?” Judy asked, but before she would let the Admiral respond, she added, “Wasn’t the first fission weapon just an experimental device to restore Huldra’s star? And now has the ISF, or you as the commander, forced their hand to use it for harm?” 
 
    Admiral Pearson’s facial expression drew in slightly from the salvo of questions, but he quickly recovered. This was his office, and he was going to control the interview. 
 
    “Yes, Ms. Holder, let me ask you a question,” the admiral said trying to flip the interview with his own narrative. “Did Grax use your so-called experimental fission device as a weapon? Yes—so does that not make it a weapon? Let me give you an example. A bomb is used to destroy targets, yet you might say it could be used equally to make a hole in the ground instead. I don’t think so. Seems to me that our missing soldiers and sailors would disagree with you on your device—if, of course, if . . . they were still here to speak for themselves. But as you know—they are not.” 
 
    “Yes, I see your point,” said Judy Holder. She knew from her protected sources that he was not being truthful. The fission device was not a weapon. Judy knew the point would be lost if she didn’t have proof to present, so she shifted to her next question, knowing the admiral would not answer honestly. 
 
    She paused before shifting in a new direction. “I want to talk about the Tourians if that’s okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” answered Admiral Pearson, “Please ask away.” 
 
    Judy picked up her PDA and looked down before clearing her voice. “Is it true that the Grax have imprisoned the entire Tourian race as forced labor in the mines on the planet Huldra?” 
 
    The Admiral’s face showed a hint of surprise to the question, but he covered it with a smirk. “Ms. Holder, now if that was true . . . then they would have done the Bandorians a favor. But like I said earlier, the Grax are planning to attack . . . and from all intelligence, the Tourians are allies of the Grax, not enslaved.” Then he added, “We are at war and things can get confusing for some people.” His last comment seemed to be aimed at her. 
 
    Judy did not back down, for she had done her research and continued with the onslaught of queries. He was hiding something from the last battle with the Grax. There were unconfirmed rumors about the Devlin family being involved and a cover-up. Even about the admiral leaving the bridge of his ship in the middle of the battle. 
 
    “Admiral Pearson, yes, we know we are at war. Thank you for pointing that out.” She sat up more, removing any slouch in her upper body before continuing. “But are we at war with two worlds or just one?” 
 
    “Two worlds, Ms. Holder, that should be obvious,” replied the Admiral in a raised and snappy voice. He was not going to let a reporter control his answers. He was winning the war, not her. He was the hero. For some reason, though, she didn’t acknowledge it. He seemed confused but quickly refocused on his narrative. She was just the channel to inform the Bandorians of who was responsible. They needed to know that he was the hero, and that the enemy was at their doorstep. 
 
    “Ms. Holder—Tourians and Grax are both fighting us. I need more resources, not less, to defeat two enemies. That’s two fronts at once and that takes leadership . . . my leadership. Surely, I have proven myself in the last battle, some would even say courageously.” He added, “and these are not my words.” 
 
    Judy’s face tightened in shock from the admiral’s boldness. The rumors were that he was the opposite, a coward, but she could not prove it and had to change direction again. 
 
    She had several reliable reports asserting that the Tourians had been enslaved and could no longer wage war. “Admiral, if the reports are true about the enslavement of the Tourians and if you require resources to fight a war, shouldn’t the ISF want to ally with the Tourians against the Grax as a common enemy?” 
 
    The Admiral seemed to lose his composure for a moment, then cleared his facial expressions of any irritation. “Ms. Holder,” said the admiral with heated emotion in his voice. “—now that’s taking a huge leap, from an enemy we have been fighting for years, to allies. Not only . . . no way, but never on my watch. Those two, the Grax and the Tourians, I remind you are allied together against us.” 
 
    Judy’s face cracked a small smile before disappearing. Her seat now seemed higher in height compared to the Admiral’s desk. She had gotten the admiral to show his anger against both the Tourians and the Grax. This led her into the next questions that she had been saving. 
 
    “Admiral,” she said. “But surely you have heard the rumors that the Tourians are actually a lost tribe of Bandor, the descendants of Chief Tourian. So, if these reports are true, we would have something in common and could reunite with our lost relatives, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    This time the Admiral’s face almost popped with rage from the question. No one had publicly acknowledged who the Tourians truly were. It was a closely kept secret, a rumor, and it needed to stay that. 
 
    The news broadcast returned to the live feed of Judy. 
 
    “You just saw a small excerpt of my one-on-one interview with Admiral Pearson. If you think I was hard-hitting with questions that need to be answered about the real war, then wait until you see the full interview in only four days. Are the Tourians our lost descendants or is it a hoax? Watch the rest . . ..” 
 
    With a wave of Vi Ryant’s hand, the feed stopped in mid-sentence. 
 
    Vi Ryant knew that Admiral Pearson was definitely lying. He had known of the Tourians enslavement and their origin. Clearly, Admiral Pearson was attempting to justify destroying the Grax on the news networks; however, the reporter had caused some doubt of his true intentions. The admiral did not have the full support from the Bandorians for expanding the war, with rumors running amuck, and the reporter was trying to get to the truth. 
 
    Vi Ryant knew if the Tourians and Bandorians united against the Grax, things would go from bad to worse before she had time to strike back. Vi Ryant was willing to free the Tourians, but not the way the Judy Holder had described. If Vi Ryant had not followed her brother’s guidance, the Tourians would still be allies. Her people could be living in the mines as a temporary home. The idea of an armistice wasn’t out of the picture if she was to take care of her people and provide them a place to live in peace until they could rebuild the space station. 
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    NO TAKE BACKS 
 
      
 
    “Without it, I can’t free my people,” said Sadar. 
 
    “That’s why we’re here,” said Joe. “I gave it to my father for safekeeping. Now, we just need to know what he did with it or gave it to.” 
 
    “What do you mean, gave it to?” questioned Sadar, his eyes narrowing. 
 
    “Well, I’m not quite sure if he still has it or the ISF,” replied Joe. “These things are complicated, you know.” 
 
    “Really, complicated,” snapped Sadar. 
 
    “Well, it’s not like I was going to ever see you again or . . .,” Joe tried to explain, then laughed nervously. “Let’s just take the next step here and find out. I can’t give you what I don’t have.” 
 
    Joe was telling the truth. At that moment, he wasn’t sure if his father still had the Black Medallion. Joe was glad to be rid of it, so he had mixed feelings about asking for it back. Especially since his dad had already forgiven him. This time it would be hard to explain why, so he was dreading the question. 
 
    Joe stepped up the stairs to his parent’s front door. 
 
    “Joe, you know you’re breaking at least sixteen ISF regulations, not to mention several citizen laws,” said Augie. 
 
    “Augie!” replied Joe as the front door swung open. 
 
    “Joe, my darling!” exclaimed June. She wasn’t expecting him but always had a welcoming smile. “Who’s your friend—Augie?” 
 
    “Hello Mother, no, Augie is . . . well, I’ll explain later” Joe avoided answering her question. “Is Dad home?” 
 
    “Well, okay, I’ll get your dad. He’s napping upstairs.” 
 
    “Mom don’t!” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry, he’s been napping too long!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Joe and Sadar waited for Joe’s father, Don Devlin, on the livingroom couch. Yet they both sat stiff as boards, their waists and knees at 90-degree angles, like schoolboys in detention waiting for the principal. Joe would have welcomed detention in any form rather than talking to his father in this circumstance. 
 
    “Joe!” said his father in a commanding voice. “—Tell me I’m not seeing what I think I’m . . .,” said Don Devlin. 
 
    “Dad . . . I can explain—but first I need to borrow the Black Medallion back from you.” There it was. He had just blurted it out. Joe’s face changed at least three shades of red while his father just looked at them in amazement. Joe, of course, had shot the only round he had, and he wasn’t sure if it was aimed at a target. Definitely—not at his father, he hoped! 
 
    “And for what reason?” asked Don. 
 
    “Huh!” said Joe, filled with anguish for having to ask. “To give to Sadar!” 
 
    “I’m assuming Sadar is the Tourian Boy God, who’s sitting next to you, in Bandor territory. Am I right?” 
 
    “Yes! But . . .,” Joe knew his next words would not have survived anyway, so he purposely killed them. 
 
    “Son, are you mad!” retorted his father. Don did not usually elevate his voice, so his family felt like a heart was being pierced when he did. 
 
    Joe knew his father had a valid point. Joe hadn’t reasoned it out in advance. Sure, he thought of it beforehand, but with the impromptu meeting, everything blurred his thoughts. Now he was sitting in front of his father, asking for the Black Medallion to give to an ISF declared enemy. This was surely treason in the eyes of the ISF. 
 
    Before Joe could answer the question, a knock came at the door. Now for the first time, Joe’s father looked nervous. “Did anyone follow you?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” replied Joe. 
 
    “You seem to not be thinking lately,” said Don in a stern tone. 
 
    The knock came louder the second time, echoing off the walls of the wood covered foyer. 
 
    “You two—go upstairs and disappear,” said Don in a semi-hushed voice. “Don’t make any noises if you know what’s good for you.” 
 
    Don approached his front door slowly and looked through its peephole, seeing what looked like an Ensign in an ISF uniform, but he did not recognize the young officer. 
 
    The door swung open to the inside. 
 
    “Commander Devlin, sir!” 
 
    “Yes, Ensign . . .” 
 
    “Ensign Joseph Brock, sir!” 
 
    “Ensign Brock, what can I do for you?” 
 
    The Ensign looked around, seeming edgy. “May I come inside?” 
 
    “State your Business, Ensign, and remember whom you are talking to!” 
 
    “Yes, sir! I’m here to talk to you,” said Ensign Brock nervously. 
 
    “I can see that, Ensign!” replied Don. 
 
    “Commander,” I mean to . . . to . . ., Sir!” he mumbled, lost in his words. 
 
    “Well, Ensign, but for what reason?” replied Don trying to help him out. 
 
    “Commander, may I come inside,” repeated Ensign Brock as he tried to focus and find the courage, he had lost just moments earlier. He looked around as if he could find it on the front porch. “What I have to say is better said inside.” Brock’s eyebrows were filling with sweat from anxiety  
 
    “Sure, it seems that today is just one of those days!” 
 
    “What’s that, Sir?” asked Ensign Brock. 
 
    “Don’t worry Ensign, just come inside,” replied Don. 
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    REPENTANT 
 
      
 
    Mines of Huldra 
 
      
 
    The mines of Huldra were scorching hot, in contrast to the planet’s ice-covered surface. Subterranean water was scarce and only in the form of steam. Yet water was overly abundant on the surface in its frozen form. Below the surface, it took hours to condense enough water to drink from the steam vents below. On the surface, one had to use life-sustaining body heat to melt ice. Life on Huldra was hard for the Tourians, regardless of being enslaved. 
 
    In a cruel twist to the paradox, the Grax guards would not allow the Tourian slaves to carry ice into the mines where it could be melted with ease. All water was controlled by the Grax, who had selected a few Tourians for distribution with strict enforcement over the others. The intent was to divide the Tourians amongst themselves to better control them. 
 
    Half of the slaves were assigned work on the surface while the other half labored in the mines, further dividing them. They were always torn between the extremes, moving to surface to get away from the scorching heat. Then back to mines to keep from freezing to death. The swap between the two locations was only permitted at the end of each shift, no matter the physical conditions the workers experienced. 
 
    Cave paintings adorned the walls below the surface, created by the Graxs’ ancestors who had lived there as the planet slowly froze around them. Eventually, the ancestors ventured into Space. The space station’s completion allowed the Grax to leave the mines and expand into their current state. 
 
    In turn, the Grax sentries had no compassion for the Tourians, whom they thought were privileged to live in the mines of their ancestors. At the same time, the Grax were left to struggle, packed like vermin in their spaceships. The only other place available for both the Grax and the Tourians was in the Tourian Void, but the war prevented the relocation. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    From far below the surface, a lonely slave woman approached a group of her Tourian kinsfolk. 
 
    “Water?” asked Kilian to one of her kinfolks. 
 
    “Away!” replied one Tourian, but mostly she received no replies. 
 
    Her kinsfolk wanted nothing to do with a traitor. They considered her lucky to be alive after what she had done to them. So, in turn, they all shunned her, looking away as she walked by. 
 
    “Water,” she repeated. “I have water.” It was no longer her job, but she had her own water source and was trying to make amends. 
 
    Kilian had once volunteered to serve water and she had gladly enforced the harsh water restrictions for the Grax. That was in the past, or so she wished. Enforcing the Grax’s water restrictions was only a small misdeed compared to her earlier actions, which were the beginning of Kilian’s betrayals. 
 
    “Water! You must need some water. Please take all that I have. I mean no harm,” echoed Kilian. 
 
    Kilian was once a strong and resourceful Tourian who had been trusted and admired. Though taller when measured against most of her kind, she now walked in a slump, figuratively broken over from her own vanity. 
 
    “Don’t even ask,” said one Tourian before he turned his back to her. 
 
    “Even you, too! How can I ever make it up to anyone if you shun your wife?” Her estranged husband was now avoiding her. Even her child, who hugged her father’s side, looked on from under his arm with disgust. When Kilian smiled and looked directly at her daughter, the little girl withdrew behind her father’s arm. 
 
    She reached her hand out to touch her child, who moved out of reach to the protected side of her father. Kilian slumped further in self-pity. 
 
    Kilian had once worked with their Living God. However, she was now one among many slaves and suffered with them, but the commonality ended there. No Tourian wanted anything to do with her. They chose thirst over the sympathizer, for their courage was still unbroken. Only a few had been divided among the Tourians, the ones who willingly served the water. 
 
    Kilian had deliberately rubbed ice onto her clothing, freezing it to the suit while working on the surface. She hastily extracted the moisture for every ounce of water she could get, working stealthily so the guards would not catch on and punish her. But the guards had stopped watching her since she was no longer a threat. They would give her water just to watch her getting shunned by her people. That was punishment enough. To the guards’ amusement, she now refused the water. Instead, she used the ice that she had carefully melted into a metal canteen. When she tried to share the lifesaving water with other Tourians, they refused her. 
 
    “Here, take some. The guards aren’t looking,” said Kilian to one of the young boys. He refused, and all Tourians rejected it. No matter how thirsty or how many times she offered, she was scorned and rejected every time. The other Tourians were willing to die of thirst than get caught taking water from a traitor. 
 
    Finally, she saw an old friend. “Rane, here, you need some water. Let me give you what I have left,” said Kilian. 
 
    Rane turned slowly toward Kilian. “Haven’t you done enough my old friend?” 
 
    “Yes, old friends. Here, my canteen . . . water!” 
 
    “Old friends! That’s all you have left,” said Rane. Then he spit next to Kilian’s foot. “But I will suck water from dirt before I ever rely on traitors.” He turned away before going back to his work. 
 
    Fine, thought Kilian, I am better without him and the others. It was not her fault that their Living God had perished at the Grax hands. No one had seen it, but with the cruelty of their enslavement, no one doubted when the Grax declared it. The Death of the Living God had been broadcast over the aural speaker for days. After that, the Tourians all placed the full blame upon Kilian. 
 
    Kilian felt they were wrong and one day she would have to reckon with demons for the truth. For now, she had to survive, which was one thing she did well. Besides, if she was not valuable to her own kind anymore, she would find a way to become relevant again, which meant learning the many passages of the mines. 
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    MEETING OF THE MINDS 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ensign Brock did not want to be sitting down for what he had to discuss with Commander Devlin. He tried his best to look the part of a professional military officer, while he sat on the couch of the most celebrated family on Bandor. They were solely responsible for saving countless lives several times over. 
 
    Brock knew he had to look confident to considering his audience. However, each time he assumed textbook military posture, the seat cushion would slowly compress, causing him to slump backward. Making matters worse, he was sinking into the couch unevenly with one side first, then the other. He was bobbing in a sea of green cushions, similar to a buoy tilting from the wave action. When he readjusted himself back to being erect, it looked as if he was drowning and trying to make it back to the surface after the ship had gone down. 
 
    Commander Devlin was looking at him with amusement as the Ensign struggled. The couch was old and worn out, so the commander expected it. Still, he found it amusing. 
 
    “Commander Devlin, I know your son,” said Ensign Brock. 
 
    “Yes, most do after what he’s been up to lately,” replied Commander Devlin, who turned towards the hallway of the stairs to speak, which Brock found odd. The Commander raised his voice, adding, “Too notorious in my opinion! Don’t you think?” 
 
    Ensign Brock was not sure what to think. He looked towards the stairway, but no one there. He became a little more nervous as he wondered if someone else was in the house. “Sir . . . ah . . . your whole family . . . is . . . well, except for your wife. The Black Med . . .” He realized his mistake immediately, but it was already too late. He had already received an odd look from the commander, but Ensign Brock continued, trying to cover. “Of course, I mean it’s just folklore . . . or something like . . .” 
 
    Commander Devlin raised his hand to stop the Ensign. “Yes, I understand clearly, Ensign.” 
 
    Commander Devlin canted his head slightly toward the stairs for his voice to carry up to where Joe and the Tourian Boy were stowed away. “You seem uncomfortable sitting. My Joe seems to be a person who doesn’t like to stay still, either! Growing pains, I guess! You two have that in common so far—among other things, I assume?” 
 
    The Commander again turned his voice toward Brock. “Now, state your purpose, Ensign! The sun’s setting and I’m getting thirsty for an adult beverage.” 
 
    “Sir, are you talking to someone in the hallway?” asked Brock as he tried to focus. He quickly corrected himself, “Sorry Sir, like you asked, my purpose. You see, I was on the command ship when Joe rescued you and the others, and I might have heard some things that an Ensign shouldn’t have.” 
 
    Commander Devlin’s facial expression changed from one of annoyance to a focused probe. He was bothered by thoughts of his son getting into another mess. Now Ensign Brock seemed to be in the crosshairs of another mix-up, besides that with the Boy God. 
 
    “Like?” asked Commander Devlin. 
 
    “Sir, like Admiral Pearson knowing that Joe and the crew were on a one-way trip against the Grax,” he stated nervously. 
 
    “Well, Ensign, that’s nothing new,” replied the Commander. “Just part of duty in the ISF, one might say!” However, it surprised him, but he was not letting it show to the Ensign. It seemed that the Admiral was going beyond the normal expectations of duty to Bandor. To out a cadet into danger was beyond rationale for the rules of war. 
 
    “Sir, no . . . I mean . . .” He chose his next words carefully. “He wanted Joe and you out of the picture for his personal gain.” 
 
    “Tread lightly, Ensign, those are traitorous words,” replied Commander Devlin. 
 
    That seemed to shut Brock completely down. His face turned red, his eyes squeezed together from strain, narrowing his view of the Commander. Brock already had enough to worry about. Now being called a traitor angered him because he was just the opposite. He loved his world and did not want to see anyone gain personally over it. 
 
    “Joseph,” said Joe as he popped into the room, surprising both Brock and Joe’s father. Joe’s timing was perfect since Brock had reached his limit and was about to burst like an over-heated boiler full of anger instead of steam. “Dad, his older brother was on the mission with Emilie when she was shot down. I think you should listen to what he has to say.” 
 
    But before Commander Devlin could respond, the Tourian Boy also appeared into the room, to the Commander’s displeasure. 
 
    “Your father has already given me his answer,” retorted Brock. 
 
    “Yeah, I think my dad’s crossness might be misplaced, with me as the true target,” said Joe. “You see this is Sadar Tourian, you know, the Living Tourian God.” 
 
    Ensign Brock almost erupted with a sarcastic laugh but kept it to a good-sized smirk. Between being called a traitor moments earlier and then seeing a Tourian God appear from the stairway, the similarity was not lost on him. “Is there anyone else hiding in the wing that we traitorous types should know about? Like Admiral Pearson or, say—the President of Bandor!” It was as if the boiler steam was being released from a safety valve all at once as it readjusted to an equilibrium. 
 
    “Wait a minute here, you two . . . I mean three,” exclaimed Commander Devlin, “Don’t you try to turn this on me! Was this planned? And who says my son or anyone else is a target? What kind of person or dad do you think I am?” 
 
    “Dad, no, it was just good luck,” replied Joe. 
 
    “You mean bad luck,” Commander Devlin interjected. “I don’t see how any of this is good, especially if ISF finds out.” 
 
    “It’s a chance to end the war with the Tourians for good,” said Brock. 
 
    “Seems to be over for the Tourians already. The entire race is imprisoned,” said Commander Devlin. 
 
    “Enslaved,” retorted Sadar. 
 
    “You see, Admiral Pearson wants us out of the picture so he can get all the recognition as a hero of Bandor,” stated Joe. 
 
    “Is there an echo in here?” replied Commander. Devlin. “You three surely didn’t plan this?” 
 
    “No,” replied Joe. The other two shook their heads in agreement. 
 
    “Are you sure no one else is up that stairway?” joked Ensign Brock. 
 
    Commander Devlin shot the Ensign a look of annoyance but seemed to be relieved as the Ensign started to see-saw down into the couch cushions again, to Brock’s dismay. 
 
    “Okay, okay, I’m listening,” snapped Commander Devlin. “But who cares if he’s a hero or not? Admirals don’t win wars. Soldiers do.” 
 
    “Sir,” added Brock as he re-erected himself on the couch again. “Admiral Pearson wants to conquer both the Tourians and the Grax. He knows the Tourians are enslaved and is trying to keep it a secret from the Bandorian citizens to help his cause. Two warring worlds against one works better for being a hero who defeats both. Then he can go after an even larger prize, President of Bandor.” 
 
    “He who controls all three worlds and the military dictates without fear,” said Sadar. 
 
    “You all need to get past the hero thing. Heroes don’t pick themselves, and let’s not forget that the Grax attacked us first,” retorted Commander Devlin. 
 
    “Yes, sir, they did,” said Brock. “But I don’t think the Admiral wants to even consider a peace treaty with the Grax, and he wants all the Tourians’ territory with its people removed. You see . . . some Grax are against the enslavement of the Tourians.” 
 
    “So, this wasn’t planned?” asked Commander Devlin again. “All three of you just happened to come at the same time?” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t planned,” answered Joe with a nod from Brock and Sadar. “But it’s been developing since my rescue. I just didn’t piece it together until now. We need to rescue the Tourians from Huldra. You see, they are our lost kinfolk, and the Bandorian citizens need to know what is truly happening.” 
 
    With that, the room became dead silent as everyone tried to swallow the insanity of Joe’s request. However, Sadar seemed pleased that a proposal was coming together. 
 
    Commander Devlin finally broke the silence. “Okay, since this wasn’t planned, maybe we should at least have some type of plan, or start on one, since we all are headed down a traitorous and treacherous path. This seems like the impossible to me, so I’m all ears on how.” 
 
    “Are we all in?” asked Ensign Brock. 
 
    Commander Devlin gave the Ensign a caustic look before adding, “We renegades toil with an uncertain fate, but it seems certain, good fortune or fate, that we have to try to return Sadar home.” With that, he sighed, a rare show of frustration for the Commander. 
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    TRUST NOT 
 
      
 
    “He’ll be here,” insisted Joe. 
 
    “It’s too risky to hang around in plain sight,” argued Sadar. 
 
    Joe shook his head in frustration, pulling Sadar’s hood further over his face to try to lighten up the situation. Instead, Sadar pulled away in a jerk of defiance. 
 
    Joe wanted to calm Sadar down. He didn’t know what else to say, but he tried anyway, “You always need a backup, especially with potential one-way journeys.” However, his words had the opposite effect on Sadar. 
 
    “You’re not having second thoughts, are you?” asked Sadar. 
 
    “No,” answered Joe, but that was not the complete truth. He had doubts. “Well, I mean, I’m still not sure how we managed to survive our last meeting. You know we did the impossible by escaping from the Grax, and now you want to go back into that craziness.” 
 
    “Together, that’s how we’ll do it!” answered Sadar. “We survived together.” 
 
    Joe shook his head in half agreement. “We’re both too young for this responsibility. Plus, the Black Medallion was a large part of it, don’t ya think?” 
 
    Sadar did not respond to the question. Instead, he changed the subject. “Where is he?” asked Sadar as he scanned the street. 
 
    “He’ll be here,” said Joe forcefully. He was losing his patience. “You can bet on it.” 
 
    Sadar kept his head tilted down and away from the snooping eyes of the surrounding street. They were in the heart of Dansburg, with its paths twisting amidst a maze of people in full daylight. 
 
    “Can’t you just use your coms?” asked Sadar. 
 
    “No way!” said Joe as he looked around. The crowd was getting denser. “ISF undoubtedly monitors all that stuff during the war.” 
 
    The air surrounding Joe and Sadar was thick with smells. Hearty whiffs of smoked meat kabobs from vendors, perfume scents, and varied bodily aromas permeated the area. In one instance, it seemed more of what Joe called stereo stink when two males walked past him, one on each side, brushing his body with their odor. Joe received a double dose of the sulfuric smell of days-old sweat from a lack of bathing. 
 
    “Hey, Weirdo!” spoke M.K. Angel of the blue. He had not seen Joe much since Mandy had taken up most of Joe’s time. Mandy and Joe had become inseparable after her rescue, and now Angel felt a little betrayed seeing Joe with a total stranger instead of himself. Angel had saved Mandy from freezing on Huldra, not Joe or this boy. Angel could not help feeling discarded. 
 
    “Angel, thank heavens,” replied Joe. He did not have time to respond to Angel’s attempts to be funny. 
 
    “Who’s that?” asked Angel. “Can’t see his face!” 
 
    “Seems to be the norm lately,” said Augie. 
 
    “Hey Augie,” replied Angel cheerily. 
 
    “Augie, not here in the open,” said Joe in a muffled tone. Though, with the crowd noise, it did not matter. 
 
    There was no time to waste with the tight schedule they had to stick to in starting their journey. Joe shoved an envelope into Angel’s hand, surprising him. 
 
    “What’s this?” barked Angel. 
 
    “Need you to deliver it to my sister.” 
 
    “And that is what?” asked Angel. 
 
    Joe did not want to drag Angel into another crazy adventure. He had almost lost Angel and Mandy on the last one and was afraid to risk that again. Joe was not sure how to express this to Angel, so keeping him out of the loop was best for everyone. Mandy was always talking about how Angel had saved her. So much, Joe was worried that Angel would do so again with total disregard for his personal safety. 
 
    “A message for Emilie,” said Joe. “It’s important.” 
 
    “Why can’t you give her your own letter?” asked Angel zealously. He was not going to let Joe walk away without a proper answer. Other than with Mandy, Joe had been reclusive since his return from Huldra, and that worried Angel. 
 
    “Angel, this letter can’t go through the dispatch system. I only trust you to deliver it.” 
 
    Angel scowled. “Okay—I see—it’s important?” 
 
    “Vital,” replied Joe. “Promise me you will deliver it sealed?” 
 
    “Okay! I get it,” said Angel. “Best friends,” he mumbled under his breath. 
 
    “What?” retorted Joe. 
 
    “Nothing,” replied Angel. 
 
    “You need to say it,” said Joe. 
 
    “Sure—I promise,” said Angel. 
 
    “Sorry, but I need to go,” said Joe as he turned to leave, but then stopped, twisting his head back. “Angel, you . . . you are my best friend. We’ve been through a lot and I owe you for that. Take care!” 
 
    Angel was stunned by the situation and Joe’s bizarre words. Something was not right. “Wait, Joe! You have something on your,” said Angel as he grabbed Joe’s collar. 
 
    Joe and Sadar were dressed in civilian clothes to blend in with their surroundings. Joe’s collar had a high flare that stuck out from his jacket. He had chosen warm and rugged clothes to prepare for the unexpected in his travels. 
 
    “Please, stop it, Angel,” said Joe as he pulled away from Angel’s grip on his collar. Joe readjusted his neckline back into his jacket as best as he could. “Are you trying to undress me!” Then he turned and walked away. 
 
    Angel smirked. He knew he hadn’t lost his touch. While he still had questions about what Joe was up to, he now had a way to get some answers. 
 
    With Joe and his new friend gone, Angel turned the envelope over. It was sealed with Joe’s initials on the back, but he had promised not to open it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “How’s he getting the medallion to us?” asked Sadar. 
 
    Joe did not answer, pretending not to hear the question. The medallion gave the wearer a sensation of complete power that Joe cherished even though he knew it was wrong. He wanted to savor it for as long as he could. 
 
    Sadar looked at Joe, but he could already see it on his face. “You already have it, don’t you?” 
 
    Joe touched his shirt. “Yep! Ever since we left my father’s home.” 
 
    “You were going to tell me when?” snapped Sadar. 
 
    “I’m against it,” said Augie. 
 
    Sadar’s face drew inward, causing his eyes to narrow. “Well, that makes two of you,” retorted Sadar. “I thought we moved past that!” 
 
    “You may have felt . . .” said Augie out loud before Joe cut him off. 
 
    “Augie, please. No more external coms.” 
 
    Joe didn’t fully agree with Augie’s risk assessment; he also couldn’t dismiss it. Artificial Intelligence took every fact into account and it could do it in a fraction of a second. However, Joe wasn’t sure if it was as good as the advice of a close friend. Except, this time he couldn’t consult with Angel. Joe was stuck between his instincts and Augie’s warning against giving the medallion to Sadar. Besides, having the medallion returned to him by his father made Joe a little uneasy since he had just given it to his father to get rid of. 
 
    “Augie, are there cameras in the area?” asked Joe. 
 
    One thing Joe knew was to trust his instincts. This AI device was new to Joe, so he needed time to adjust and trust it. Joe still was not sure if he could depend on a device’s judgment over a person’s intuition. 
 
    “Your observable area is clear,” replied Augie. 
 
    Joe turned into a nearby alley. “And here?” 
 
    “Still clear,” said Augie. 
 
    “Lower your hood,” requested Joe. 
 
    “Are you crazy,” said Sadar. “Someone will see me.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe a little, but you asked.” 
 
    Joe lifted the Black Medallion from around his neck. 
 
    “Right here!” said Sadar. 
 
    Joe quickly placed it around Sadar’s neck. 
 
    “Now . . . either they don’t know you exist, or they think you are dead. So, for the moment, we’re good,” said Joe as he lifted Sadar’s hood back over his head. 
 
    After first turning white from shock, Sadar’s facial appearance changed into a red hue as blood filled his face with joy. “You trust me with it?” 
 
    “Absolutely!” replied Joe. 
 
    Joe had gone through a lot in the past year, but he had also grown physically and through experience. His decision went against Augie’s forewarnings, but Joe knew deep down it was right. Without the medallion, Sadar couldn’t prove he was authentic to his people. 
 
    “Well, I think Augie might have been right,” hinted Sadar. 
 
    Joe’s facial expression suddenly became serious. 
 
    “Just kidding,” said Sadar. “You’ve shocked me enough, so I wanted to return the favor.” 
 
    Sadar adjusted his hood on his head. “You know, you Bandorians might just be okay after all,” he said smiling, “At least one of you.” 
 
    All at once, police sirens sounded, echoing throughout the streets. 
 
    “Well,” said Augie, “I warned you about giving it to him . . . and in a public place.” 
 
    “Can’t be for us,” said Joe. 
 
    However, before Augie answered, he could see several police officers pointing in their direction. 
 
    “Move it,” said Sadar as he took the lead. 
 
    For a young kid Sadar could move. At first, he walked at a rapid pace, but once confirmed that the police were after them, Sadar adjusted his stride to a full run. He struggled to keep up with Joe, who was nearly twice Sadar’s age. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    People in the street stopped to see what all the ruckus was, making it easier for the police to pursue the two suspects. The crowd parted in a ripple effect, allowing unimpeded running. 
 
    Robert Duncan was a newly appointed police officer, in perfect physical shape, with dark black hair and average height. His supervisor, who was in his late forties, was pudgy and out of shape. He quickly fell behind, while Robert gained on the suspects. 
 
    The younger boy was leading the older teenager through the crowd, zigging and zagging, before turning down an alley and out of sight. By the time Robert had turned into the alleyway, his supervisor had disappeared into the converging crowd. 
 
    At the end of the alley, Robert turned to follow, but the path opened into a large empty field filled with knee-high grass. Robert momentarily stopped to look around before running again. The suspects had disappeared, but he didn’t want to believe he had messed up his first chase. He could already hear his supervisor’s voice. ‘Good job, Rookie Robert, you learned that running fast doesn’t always win the day.’ 
 
    No, that was not going to happen today, thought Robert, at least not yet. First, his supervisor had to catch up, so he had a little time. 
 
    Robert stopped again. He could hear an engine start, but he could not see where it was coming from. He did not have to listen hard because it had quickly increased to an ear-piercing sound. The air surrounding him was heating up, but all he could see were trees at the far side of the field. 
 
    The air temperature was quickly becoming unbearable, with winds instantly picking up into forceful gusts. Robert was having a hard time standing in the ever-increasing gales. Not wanting to stay in the intense heat and wind, he ran forward, though he could not tell if it was toward or away from the source. His running attempt failed against the gusts, which swirled around him, knocking him back and forth. 
 
    At this point, he preferred away in any direction. Away from the burning heat that was about to sear him. Robert stepped forward, praying for relief. The heat and wind quickly dropped off, allowing him to run, but he felt like he could not get away fast enough. 
 
    The force of the impact was blunt to both Robert’s head and shoulders, completely stopping them in their forward momentum. However, his lower body below the shoulders was free to rotate forward and under whatever he had hit. His feet whipped forward, parallel to the ground, ending up level to his head. His body then slammed into the ground to a sliding stop. 
 
    Robert looked up; his body was overwhelmed by the thud to the ground. He tried to focus with his eyes, but the previously clear air surrounding them now strangely wavered in front of his eyes. He started to lose consciousness when an opening appeared above him, with two dark figures looking down, then growing ever larger. 
 
    Robert passed out. 
 
      
 
   



 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    11 
 
      
 
    ABANDONED 
 
      
 
    The cargo freighter, F.C. Promise, dwarfed most other ISF military ships due to the size of its cargo holds. Only narrow passageways connected the ship to its vast infrastructure. Space was a premium the company was unwilling to pay for, so berthing was an absolute minimum and prized by the crew. The most junior cargo mates always got the short straw, having to use a twelve-foot ladder to access the most undesired top rack to sleep. 
 
    The freighter was packed tight with over three hundred of Don Devlin’s old ISF comrades. The cargo holds had been transformed into areas used for berthing, messing, equipment storage, and other important bodily needs. Privacy wasn’t an option, since the hold was an open space, which had never been intended to house people. New carbon scrubbers and oxygen generators stacked in the corners barely maintained breathable air. The titanium floor was gouged and dented from years of usage. 
 
    “Well, Mac, seems to be . . .” said Don. 
 
    “Yep . . . working it,” answered Mac. 
 
    The ship’s previous mission had been to transport ion crystals from the moon, Badra, to Bandor where Mac Holdermen had been its Captain. Although for the ship’s current mission, he served as Don’s Executive Officer by choice. Don was the leader of the group and it just made good sense. 
 
    Mac was in his late forties with coal-black hair pulled back into a ponytail. He did not have a single grey hair, while other Captains his age had already started greying due to the extreme stress of the job. Mac towered over Don by several inches and was the tallest person on the mission. Mac enjoyed his solitude when he could get it and also valued being the only person in charge. Even though Don and he were the best of friends, they kept millions of light-years between them because Mac was not the easiest person to live with. 
 
    “Can your folks be trusted?” asked Mac. “It just takes one to mess it up.” 
 
    “Well, we’ve been through a lot together,” replied Don. 
 
    Only a few of Don’s previous mates had chosen not to come and were missing from his original list. It was not a question of persuasion or trust because his comrades had proven themselves many times. Most had been through the Tri-Sun War and now worked in many post-war professions, with the remaining still active ISF from the last squadron he commanded. However, not a whisper from their lips would ever tell what was in planning. The ones not onboard for the mission would now serve as Don’s eyes and ears around the Fleet. 
 
    “Well. . ..” said Mac. 
 
    “You know how I feel about that stuff!” replied Don. 
 
    “Yes,” said Mac, “Trust, but verify.” 
 
    “No . . . the opposite my old friend,” replied Don. 
 
    “Oh, right,” replied Mac with a smile. “I remember now.” 
 
    The viewing screen on the bridge came to life. 
 
    “Commander, we’re approaching planet Fandor,” reported Ensign Brock. 
 
    “Yes, we can see that,” retorted Mac. 
 
    The ISF outpost was on the far side of Fandor. However, with the three stars in the center of the five planets—Raspur, Melfar, Condo, Split, and Fandor—a ship could only approach by going around the three suns to avoid burning up. 
 
    Brock cleared his voice to ease his nerves. “We’ll be in range of their sensors soon, Commander.” He had purposely focused his report toward the commander. 
 
    “Very well, Ensign,” replied Commander Devlin. 
 
    “Don, my freighter may be big enough to hold the crew, but I’m not sure how long the ship will hold up to cannon fire from even a single Star Fighter,” said Mac. “My shields were designed to keep cargo in, not cannon fire out.” 
 
    Even though Mac had given the command of the freighter to his friend, he had difficulty not taking ownership of its current undertaking. It was not a military vessel, but nevertheless, he was equally proud of it. Years back, after his discharge from the ISF, Mac had joined the Merchant Service a journeyman. His apprenticeship was on the vessel while it was built, so he knew every part of the ship, including what was hidden within the bulkheads. 
 
    “Is the digital chit in order?” asked Don to his Administration Officer, the AO. 
 
    “Well, Sir, I believe it will suffice for at least one check. I don’t think we’ll need it again for the way out,” replied the AO. He figured that they could overwhelm the ISF due to superior numbers unless ISF reinforcements showed up. 
 
    “You know Mac, it was Ensign Brock’s idea for this,” said Don. 
 
    “I was afraid of that. I’m just not sure if it was right out naive or just plain foolish of him,” replied Mac. 
 
    “I hope neither, my friend,” added Don. He and Mac had been through a lot together, so he knew Mac’s words were aggressive but harmless in most situations. 
 
    Ensign Brock looked up from his console and started to open his lips in response, only to close them again. He was finished with the insults. He would not let an undisciplined civilian taunt him just to get a childish reply. No, Brock was a professional officer in the ISF, unlike Mac. 
 
    However, Don spoke before the Ensign could say anything. “Mac, you remember how many plans we made together? Did any survive the first contact with the enemy?” 
 
    “Nah . . . I guess not,” replied Mac. 
 
    The tension in Brock’s body seemed to relax a little. 
 
    “But this time I’m not sure if it’s the enemy I’m worried about,” said Don. “The ISF will hold back once they catch on to our plans.” 
 
    A red light on the center viewing screen flashed, followed by a general proximity audio alert. 
 
    “Captain, the ISF Station Janus is hailing us,” said the COM Officer. “They’re requesting our mission orders.” 
 
    “Well, let them know,” said Mac. He once again forgot he was not the Captain for this trip, or it was easier to conveniently forget. He and Don had flown together as young Ensigns during the Tri-Sun War. Prior to this voyage, Mac had been out of the military for many cycles and had worked his way up to Captain on the freighter. They regularly talked as though they had just served together yesterday, despite having lived opposite lives while apart. However, Mac was not a person who worried about being politically correct when he spoke. 
 
    Don just smiled as he received a counter smirk back from Mac. They both understood. Don admired his friend’s rough honesty since, as a commander, Don had to be rigid with decorum to support political correctness. It was a nice break, even in the present situation. 
 
    “COM Officer stick to the script,” added Commander Devlin. 
 
    “This is FC Promise. We’re here for a pickup for the ISF,” said the COM Officer. 
 
    Com silence was all they received at first until a division of four Star Fighters emerged from the ISF outpost. They were fully armed, causing the targeting sensors to light up on FC Promise. 
 
    “Sir, they’re targeting us,” reported Brock, who paused before adding, “That can’t be good!” 
 
    Mac laughed. “Ensign, you know which are the two worse ranks of the ISF? 
 
    “Ahh!” was all Ensign Brock got out before he received his answer. 
 
    “They’re both gold,” said Mac. “You see . . . as an Ensign, no one listens to you because you have no experience. To be blunt, you know nothing! That is the first gold rank. Understand? And when you finally wear the second one as Lieutenant Commander, no one wants to talk to you since you are not yet a full commander. You are no longer considered one of the junior officers by the lower officer ranks.” 
 
    “Ensign Brock, as the XO is trying to so kindly point out, it’s normal protocol to have a division of four fighters launch as cover when an unscheduled ship shows up. Especially for an outpost in the Tourian Void. 
 
    “Sorry, Commander, I didn’t know outpost had fighters. I thought they were unarmed.” 
 
    “Yes, those four to be exact,” said Mac trying to be a little nicer. 
 
    “Sir, eight more Star Fighters have appeared off our port and starboard quarter,” added Ensign Brock. 
 
    “Now, that’s not normal,” said Commander Devlin. “Where were they hiding?” But before he received an answer, a communication channel was opened. 
 
    “FC Promise,” the voice over the COM channel said. “This is Lieutenant Commander Bora Hoxha from the Space Station Janus. I do not have you on my manifest. State your purpose without delay!” 
 
    “COM Officer, I got it,” said Commander Devlin. “This is the Captain of the FC Promise; stand by to receive my mission orders.” 
 
    “Send it, COM Officer,” ordered Commander Devlin. 
 
    “Orders received,” replied Lieutenant Commander Hoxha. “Captain, just to make myself clear, power down your engines until I verify with Head Qu . . .” The Lieutenant Commander’s voice stopped in mid-word. 
 
    This time, after a short period, the Lieutenant Commander came back on the coms. “Captain, please state your name . . . ahh . . ., for order verification.” 
 
    “Devlin. Commander Don Devlin,” answered the commander. 
 
    “Ahh . . . Sir, I apologize for the procedure, but you know how things go so far out here—right?” 
 
    “Sure,” replied Commander Devlin. “But while you verify, could I have my personnel continue with the mission to Fandor’s surface?” 
 
    “Ahh . . . Sir . . . standby, I mean standby—ahh—Sir.” responded the Lieutenant Commander in an unsure voice. However, he did not come back on the COM channel. 
 
    Mac was trying not to laugh, but it was too hard. “Ahh, I think he knows—ahh—you—ahh—Don!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Commander Hoxha took a long time to return the answer to Commander Devlin’s question, which worried Don. He was counting on his mole back in Bandor’s communication center to have remotely disabled the COM relays from the Station Janus. His orders were bogus, but it was a critical part of the mission for an isolated outstation that relied on communication with Bandor. They could get around it, but not without placing his and the station’s personnel in peril. Don wanted to avoid a shootout, especially against any ISF. It was no use to add to an already bad situation. 
 
    “Getting hot in here, Don?” asked Mac. “Been a while. More than enough time to send off long-range comms to see the orders the as fake.” 
 
    “FC Promise,” radioed the Station’s Lieutenant Commander Hoxha. 
 
    “Go ahead,” replied the COM Officer. 
 
    “You are cleared. It took a little time, but our long-range comm is down, so our fighters will stay at the ready, if you don’t mind!” Lieutenant Commander Haxha was being cautious. He paused to let it sink into FC Promise’s crew. 
 
    Commander Devlin wisely let the silence hold, awaiting Hoxha’s next words. 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Hoxha finally continued, “Proceed inboard to Fandor when able. And Sir, may I say it is an honor to talk to a real hero.”  
 
    “Sir, the Star Fighters have dropped the target solutions,” said Ensign Brock. He felt a little vindicated for being naïve. 
 
    “No worries Lieutenant Commander Hoxha, I’m sure you’ll remember our meeting for a long time to come,” replied Mac. 
 
    “Mac, he thinks that was me,” retorted Don. It was one thing to have fun with an Ensign, but that was putting the mission at risk. He was reminded of why Mac did not make a good ISF officer years before. 
 
    Mac was quiet as he thought to himself. 
 
    “Sir, do we continue the mission?” asked Ensign Brock. 
 
    But Mac considered himself old-school, so that meant school would always be in session for the Ensign. So only after a short break, he started back up. “Do you remember, Don,” reminisced Mac in a grand voice, “when we were Ensigns? How did that go? Oh yeah—Ensigns are meant to be seen and not heard, right?” 
 
    Don was losing his patience with his friend as he wished there were a few thousand light-years between them to make the conversation a little bit easier. Mac seemed more constrained with his word choices the farther they were separated. “Mac, it’s been too long to remember. You don’t want the Ensign thinking you’re serious.” He looked toward Brock giving him a smile of reassurance. “Mac, if I recall, you were also meant to be seen and not heard, Ensign or not.” 
 
    With that, Ensign Brock smiled a little. 
 
    Don was the only person who could push back at Mac without repercussions since he had a grounding effect on Mac. 
 
    “Ensign Brock, just having fun with you. Ensigns do serve a purpose. I’m just not sure of what!” 
 
    “Okay, back to the mission,” interrupted Commander Devlin. “Set Operation Hijack.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, Sir,” responded Ensign Brock. 
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    AMBUSHED? 
 
      
 
    Approaching Huldra 
 
      
 
    Thousands of star streaks flattened into distant pinpoints as the Grax ship came out of hyperspace, uncloaked. Cloaking during hyperspace required a vast amount of energy. Even with the advanced technology, the ship still could not do both simultaneously. 
 
    ISF also had cloaked vessels, but they could not yet miniaturize the technology to the equivalent size of the Grax fighter. This would give the Grax a huge warfare advantage if they could build them. However, Sadar had stolen the sole experimental prototype. Now, the ISF had the only fleet-deployed cloaking device and had already pushed it out to most of the larger task force. 
 
    Sadar was worried about the Grax detecting the stolen ship during the transition to invisibility. This risk was only momentarily, since ship’s command sequencer automatically triggered the vessel’s recloaking,, causing it to dissolve among the stars once again. 
 
    Sadar’s attention turned to their guest. “Joe, do you think he’ll wake soon?” asked Sadar. 
 
    “Well, from the sound he made hitting the bottom of the ship with his head, I would say he has quite a bit more battle damage to his skull.” 
 
    “From his life signs, he’s been awake for a while,” said Augie internally to Joe. 
 
    “But I think he’s already awake. Aren’t ya?” said Joe directing his last sentence toward their guest. He was quickly adapting to Augie’s input as he covertly used the knowledge passed to him without feeling guilty. 
 
    Robert opened his eyes as confirmation. 
 
    “So how long have you been listening?” asked Joe. 
 
    “For a while,” replied Robert. 
 
    “And what did you learn about us?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Nothing that I didn’t already know,” replied Robert. 
 
    “And that would happen to be. . .?” asked Sadar. 
 
    “None of your business,” snapped Robert. “You’re just kids and it looks like you’re in way over your heads.” 
 
    “You have to be kidding me. You chased us . . . and if you had caught us, then you were going to say none of your business . . . right!” said Sadar. “Even—I know you have laws on Bandor requiring you to have a cause for an arrest. So, well?” 
 
    “Well, I haven’t arrested you yet!” responded Robert. 
 
    “Okay,” said Joe thinking of a change of direction. “Your name then?” 
 
    “Robert Johann,” he replied. 
 
    “Well hello Robert,” responded Sadar. “So, you’re not going to tell us why?” 
 
    As an adult, being questioned by two kids seemed demeaning to Robert, who was out of his element by more than a few million light-years. Yet, he wasn’t going to admit it, not to these kids. 
 
    Robert responded, “You’re just babies, so I don’t see why I can’t just arrest you at this point, since you are in way over your heads.” 
 
    “Thanks!” said Joe sarcastically. It seemed he had an unwanted companion who was already presenting a high risk that Joe was not willing to put up with. 
 
    Robert turned toward Sadar. “For you, ISF marked you as a high-valued individual. Probably a crummy criminal, but the ISF didn’t give details and we don’t question the ISF with a war going on.” 
 
    “You see, that was easy,” said Joe. 
 
    “Now as for you . . . you’re a Devlin and a traitor to Bandor. Never thought a Devlin would be one of those,” said Robert with disgust. 
 
    Robert was tied to an observer’s chair behind the flight console. Due to his height and muscle density, Joe and Sadar had a difficult time binding him. Every time he moved; the ropes needed to be adjusted to keep them taut against his contoured muscles. 
 
    “A traitor,” replied Joe. “Hardly! Why don’t we just eject him into space!” Joe did not mean it, but he felt like he was up against a wall and wanted to scare the rookie police officer. 
 
    “Well, Robert, you’re not giving him much of a case to release you,” said Sadar. 
 
    “Joe, may I remind you of the six laws you would break,” added Augie internally. 
 
    “Augie stop it,” said Joe. 
 
    Robert gave Joe an inquiring look, but Sadar understood what had just happened and remained quiet. 
 
    But Joe did not miss a beat. “Release him! Why would I ever do that!” said Joe. “And what gives you the right to call me a traitor? Again, I say we launch him into the vacuum of space. I’m sure that, with us being just kids, we wouldn’t break any laws.” Joe waited for Augie to speak again, but Augie remained quiet. The AI was learning, adjusting to Joe, but it still was not clear if Augie knew deception versus real intentions. 
 
    Sadar motioned Joe to the side, away from Robert’s ears. 
 
    “Joe,” said Sadar in a whisper. “Well . . . we can’t keep him tied up on an undertaking like this. He’ll break free if we’re not here to keep the ropes tight. We can’t have him telling someone and we can’t launch him into space. Stop letting him get to you and making you seem like a cruel person even though you’re not. Maybe being nice to him will change his mind.” 
 
    “Nice—we’re in Grax territory,” Joe reminded. 
 
    “Sorry, Joe, it’s too much of a risk,” said Sadar. “He’s going to have to be freed and probably will have to help us. I don’t believe he will want to help the Grax out either, so he’ll pick us for now if given a choice. But when the time comes, expect him to turn against us. If he even helps us initially.” 
 
    “Okay, you’re right! Nice it is,” said Joe. 
 
    “You know, I can still hear you both. You whisper like my grandpa who’s hearing aid is on max volume, yet he thinks it’s on low,” said Robert. “And yes, if you free me, I’m going to do my best to capture you two. Especially the traitor.” 
 
    “We’re all in enemy territory!” snapped Joe. 
 
    “Well, it’s not what I would prefer, but you see I have a reputation as a seasoned officer,” replied Robert. 
 
    “Okay, Rookie,” taunted Joe. 
 
    “I’m no rookie,” replied Robert. He was lying, but these two were not adults, so he felt justified for the deception. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s a lie,” replied Joe laughing. “Only you rookies are still in shape. You officers plump up fast after a few months of eating pastries. By the way, are ya hungry?” Joe held up a pastry from his food pack. 
 
    “Traitor,” mumbled Robert. 
 
    “Rookie,” replied Joe as he tossed the pastry into Robert’s lap. “You can eat this once you come to your senses. 
 
    Robert was a little surprised by Joe. He had heard the stories, but his captor’s sarcasm did not seem fitting for a hero who had saved Dansburg. While still a first-year cadet. 
 
    “Can we trust you?” asked Sadar. 
 
    “As far as I’m concerned, you’re both traitors.” Then Robert went silent, refusing to answer any more questions. He was finished with their conversation. 
 
    Joe and Sadar returned their attention to the approach to the planet Huldra. The major forces of the Grax remained on the far side of the planet, so it was unlikely they would run into the Grax army. 
 
    “Well Joe,” whispered Sadar, “It’s kind of how we met, don’t you think? Maybe we’ll grow on him as you did with me.” 
 
    Joe just shook his head. 
 
    A warning flashed on the instrument console as audio beeps sounded. 
 
    “Well, that can’t be good,” said Joe. “Any idea?” 
 
    But before Sadar could answer, two Grax fighters passed close to the nose of their vessel. 
 
    “You think they detected us when we came out?” asked Sadar. 
 
    “Hard to say, but I don’t think they would fly in front of us if they did,” said Joe. “Most likely on random patrol.” 
 
    Sadar maneuvered their ship behind the two Grax fighters, which were now on a track toward Huldra. Nothing showed that the Grax had spotted them. After 30 micro-cycles, the fighters turned away from the planet and back toward a parallel path around it. 
 
    “Stay on course,” said Joe. 
 
    “Seems like the logical choice since we have to descend through Huldra’s atmosphere,” replied Sadar. 
 
    Robert could be heard moving in the ropes. 
 
    “We could untie you if you gave us your word not to try to escape, and maybe help us,” said Sadar. “You will know Joe is not a traitor when you see why we’re here.” 
 
    Robert did not reply. 
 
    “You know, Sadar,” said Joe with a hint of exasperation, “could we skip the usage of that word?” 
 
    Robert was becoming distressed from seeing the Grax so close. It was the first time he had ever seen an enemy of any sort and now he was in one of their ships. As far as he knew, they were also in league with the Grax. It seemed reasonable since they had commandeered an enemy ship and were in Grax territory. No wonder the ISF had issued an arrest warrant. He had to get untied so he could stop them. He was also curious about why a Tourian enemy declared Joe was not a traitor. That, in Robert’s mind, was proof enough to his guilt. 
 
    “You know, I’ve been thinking,” said Robert. 
 
    “You mean after seeing the Grax,” replied Joe. 
 
    “That was them, right?” asked Robert. 
 
    “Well, it’s not the ISF. Let me see, that leaves the Tourian or the Grax,” said Joe sarcastically. 
 
    “Yes,” answered Sadar, “The latter.”  
 
    “Maybe it would be better to untie me so I could help,” suggested Robert. 
 
    “We can’t trust him,” whispered Joe. 
 
    “We don’t have a choice,” replied Sadar. 
 
    As soon as Joe stood to untie Robert, he was knocked to the ground. The collision alarm was blaring, while smoke started to fill the cabin. 
 
    “Sadar, what happened?” yelled Joe over the noise of the alarms. 
 
    Smoke was already filling the upper half of the cabin. Robert was coughing, trying to breathe fresh air. 
 
    “We’ve been hit,” replied Sadar. 
 
    “With what?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Another ship. I think one of the fighters, but I’m having a hard time seeing the sensor panels through the smoke. 
 
    “One! What about the other fighter?” asked Joe. 
 
    Robert’s coughing had stopped, and he was leaning in his ropes that had come loose. 
 
    Joe grabbed the rope and tugged at it. The ropes moved slightly. Robert was still breathing but his breath was shallow. 
 
    With a loud boom, cannon fire hit their ship, but it differed from the first. The shield alarms sounded. 
 
    “That was laser fire to our rear shields,” said Sadar. 
 
    Joe pulled his pocket knife out and cut the ropes from around Robert. Robert’s body fell on top of Joe and then rolled to his side. 
 
    Robert started to cough, breathing in the cleaner air from the floor. 
 
    Joe was not sure of what to do with the smoke getting thicker by the moment. 
 
    Then, in an instant, smoke disappeared. 
 
    “That did it,” said Sadar. “Our primary life support is down, but secondary is working. Sucked the smoke right out, but that might leave a trail behind our ship.” 
 
    “What caused the collision alarm?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Looks like the Grax fighters turned back and collided with us, though the impact disabled one of their fighters. The wingman appears to have taken the shot at us,” said Sadar. 
 
    Robert rolled over and pushed himself off the floor and back to his knees. Another laser hit, followed by several more in secession, knocking him back down. 
 
    “We need to maneuver. Is the cloak still up?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Yes, but I think each hit is weakening the cloak, partially showing the ship’s outline. The wingman is probing to see who we are,” said Sadar. 
 
    Sadar turned the ship’s track to the right before paralleling back to its former track toward Huldra. The wingman ship stayed on course, with his partner’s vessel out of sight. 
 
    Robert managed to sit on the floor, looking more like a kid than an adult. “You kids aren’t kidding around—are you? Those Grax you are talking about, are they trying to take us out?” asked Robert. 
 
    “Not rea . . .,” said Joe before he realized the opportunity in front of him. The Grax knew a ship was out there, but they were not exactly sure of who or what. Joe needed Robert to think the worse to get him to help. “Yes, they’re trying to shoot us, but due to the cloak, they are having a hard time.” 
 
    “And what happens if they hit us again?” asked Robert in a crackling voice. The stress was building up in his speech. 
 
    “Well, we suck vacuum!” responded Sadar as he caught on to what Joe was trying. “Joe, you need to put on your vac-suit in case.” 
 
    “Yes, you too,” replied Joe. 
 
    “What about me,” asked Robert. 
 
    “We don’t have one for people who don’t want to help us,” said Sadar. “Besides, we won’t have to launch you, saving us on the moral decision.” Now Sadar was also playing cruel, but it was just a ploy. 
 
    Robert’s face turned off-white. He had never been in space before. Plus, he was new to the police force and literally over his head and out to Space. 
 
    “Okay,” answered Robert. 
 
    “Okay what?” asked Joe forcing him to commit. 
 
    “You’re not giving me much of a choice,” replied Robert, panicking with his decision. “Okay, I’ll help, but once we are done, the deal is done. Plus, you need to return me to Bandor,” asserted Robert. “Agreed?” 
 
    “How do I know your word is good?” demanded Joe. 
 
    “Well, you called it before . . . I admit, I’m a rookie, so my word is good.” Robert sounded flustered. Clearing his throat, he added, “I mean, I’m giving you my word as an officer of the law. I haven’t been corrupted by those senior pastry-eating officers.” 
 
    “That’s good enough for me,” replied Sadar. He looked at Joe to see if he could trust a police officer too. Sadar may have been asking too much. 
 
    “Fine! Agreed!’ replied Joe. “I don’t like the vacuum part anyway. Even that’s too much for me.” 
 
    “Much better,” said Augie to Joe internally. “I see that you’re okay after all.” 
 
    “So, what do I need to help with?” asked Robert. 
 
    “Well, if you heard what we said earlier, then you know we have to rescue Sadar’s people . . . I mean our people.” 
 
    Sadar looked at Joe and smiled, but Robert looked puzzled. 
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    The capital city lay empty of all signs of life. No Tourians. Not even a single stray pet had been left behind to roam the streets. All the spaceports were bare of ships. The local markets and stores were filled with rotted and dried up food. Due to decay, the foods now lay colorless in their bins and on the shelves. A thick layer of dust coated the neatly-arranged merchandise, as if to protect it from their surroundings. 
 
    The Grax had been complete in removing the Tourians from their homeland but showed no interest in collecting food or belongings from the city for their upkeep. As slaves in the mines, the Tourians would have to fight for the meager rations of food or clothing provided by the Grax. 
 
    Ensign Brock’s thoughts wrapped his mind in a blanketing warmth, partially distracting himself as he walked up the path toward the ridgeline. The soil along his path comprised of equal amounts of clay, silt, and sand, lacking any moisture. 
 
    Tripping clumsily over a small stone bought Brock’s attention to a rag on the ground. He leaned over and picked it up, but it was more than a rag. It was a crude doll left hastily behind, belonging to some Tourian child, now presumed a slave. Ahead lay countless items discarded for as far as he could see. Personal belongings could always be replaced. These seemed to be left behind instead of their lives, more than a fair trade. 
 
    Brock forced himself back to the task at hand. He steadied his step, trying not to twist an ankle or trip again on the items. The senseless sight made him drift into and out of a daze as he tried to focus. He was living history. His life had been forever changed when Joe had unlocked the Tourian history, merging it with the Bandorians’. 
 
    It was no longer the Tourians’ past. It was now also his, merging back with his ancestors. For Brock, it was a life-altering undertaking to save their lost kinfolk. Word was spreading, and it was now up to them to show the Bandorians proof. What that proof would be, Brock was not sure! 
 
    “Well, where are these assets the Boy God promised?” asked Mac. “My legs are starting to kill me. I’m not so young anymore.” 
 
    The crew was broken into two long columns that moved against the suns, leading out of the city and up into the surrounding hills. It was a fast-paced march and very grueling upon their bodies from the start. 
 
    Brock smirked at Mac’s complaining, but his own legs were already hurting from the fast pace, so he knew Mac was tough for an old fart. 
 
    “Anyone been listening to me?” asked Mac. 
 
    “What!” said Don mockingly. “Thought you were just complaining, as usual. The Ensign knows the location.” 
 
    “Yeah—yeah! That Ensign knows everything,” replied Mac. 
 
    “Why don’t you cut him a little slack,” asked Don. “Remember, I knew you as an Ensign once. I’m pretty sure you thought you knew everything, too. But in this case, Ensign Brock is the reason we are here. He knows what’s happening.” 
 
    “Yeah—yeah, you’re right. But it doesn’t make it easier. Going from Captain to Second Mate, and now an Ensign is leading me to I don’t know what,” complained Mac. 
 
    “Joe trusts him,” said Don. “That’s all I need, and you trust me.” 
 
    “Yes,” replied Mac. “That’s why I put up with you after all these years. Probably the same reason you put up with me.” 
 
    Don smiled in response. 
 
    Ensign Brock!” said Commander Devlin in a commanding voice. 
 
    “Yes, Commander,” answered Ensign Brock. 
 
    “We don’t have much time before the ISF figures out what we are up to,” said Command Devlin. “Are we near the spot? Mac seems to be getting older as we march. Can’t have him dying before we get there. At least not from cannon fire.” 
 
    Ensign Brock held up a scanner facing the path forward and studied its readings. “Commander, it should be just over that ridge.” 
 
    Four overwatch Star Fighters flew above the city. It seemed that ISF was taking no chances as they waited to verify the mission orders. Time was running out, but their group had no choice but to walk to the site exposed along the road. If the Star Fighters use the scanners or turn away from the city, they would be easily seen. Only a few trees with some foliage provided cover, though it became denser as they neared the ridgeline. 
 
    Their freighter with a small crew remained in orbit while two shuttles ferried the rest of the crew to the planet. Each shuttle had one pilot and four cargo handlers, in order to trick the ISF that they were ferrying cargo from the city to the freighter. This unplanned diversion stretched the pilots even thinner. 
 
    The shuttles would land and then carry empty cargo boxes into the nearby Tourian building when the ISF fighters were close enough to see. Next, they would sneak the same crates back into the shuttles, which would take off and head to the freighter as the another shuttle landed. This would be repeated in hopes that the ISF would not catch on or find out that the orders were falsified. The crews would then do their best to make it back to the freighter and then meet at the rendezvous point. 
 
    Mac didn’t want to seem dependent on a youngster, but he needed to ask Brock a few questions. “Ensign, how many Tourians are there to rescue?” 
 
    “Not sure exactly!” replied Ensign Brock. 
 
    Don gave Mac a look of caution, but Brock continued before Mac could say anything else. 
 
    “Well . . . I mean, Sadar said it would be enough,” added Ensign Brock. 
 
    Mac bit his tongue as he sighed. “Do you have a number?” 
 
    “Well, Joe said about four to five thousand.” 
 
    Mac’s tongue bled as he bit down on one side of it. 
 
    Brock arrived first at the top of the ridgeline. He waited for the crew columns to catch up. 
 
    “Well, Ensign,” said Mac. “What do you see?” 
 
    But Ensign Brock did not answer. 
 
    “Well, what is it? Come on, let it out . . .,” said Mac as his own words trailed off when he saw it. 
 
    “Don,” Mac said turning toward him. “Not sure.” 
 
    “Of what?” Don replied. 
 
    “The pilots.” 
 
    “What about them?” questioned Don. 
 
    “If we have enough to fly them,” answered Ensign Brock instead. He might be young, but he was an officer, and he was determined to lean into Mac. 
 
    Just over the ridge, the range split into a sunken tree-covered valley. The ridge completely surrounded the two sides with a large lake at the very bottom. The dense tree canopy concealed everything from the sky above. However, from the ground hundreds of hidden ships were visible in space docks carefully cut into the hillside. 
 
    At the bottom of the valley, massive natural steam vents surrounding the lake, by default, providing a dense layer of steam high into the atmosphere. This natural camaflouge concealed the lake, which in turn was used for resupplying the ships with water from many maintenance and life sustaining functions. 
 
    “How come we never saw this during the Tri-Sun War?” said Mac. 
 
    “Probably the same reason the Grax missed it,” answered Don. “It’s carved out by skilled artisans, using sleight of hand illusions to hide it.”
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    The Grax fighter had returned to render aid to his wingman. Meanwhile, Robert was staring at Huldra in absolute awe of its essence as they approached. For the moment, he had forgotten about the fighter. In minutes, they would enter the planet’s atmosphere. This was his first off-world planet, and he did not want to miss a micro-cycle of it. 
 
    Robert was distracted, studying the majestic view of the planet. He understood what Joe had meant by our people and the implications of being old enemies, now to kinsfolk. The Tourians had been Bandor’s longtime foes. Now the situation had been flipped upside down; the lies now becoming truths, vice versa. Robert felt conflicted with what was right or wrong, and was beginning to question his oath to the police force. 
 
    “Joe, we have a problem,” said Sadar. 
 
    “I don’t like problems,” responded Joe in a worried tone. “A small or big one?” 
 
    “Well . . . sort of huge. The cloak is failing while we enter the atmosphere. The ship is partially reappearing when the heat comes in contact the air, and the Grax fighter seems to have noticed.” 
 
    Sadar continued, “It’s challenging us on the comms. Seems to be questioning who we are. I believe the prototype is new to them as well, but it has Grax markings, so maybe causing some doubt. It’s a patrol, so they probably know what is supposed to be in this area, and we seem to not be on that list.” 
 
    “What are they saying?” asked Joe. 
 
    “I’ll put it on speaker,” responded Sadar. 
 
    When the audio came up, Robert looked confused. “Sounds like gibberish to me,” said Robert. 
 
    “Not surprised,” replied Sadar. “You don’t have the universal translator the Grax gave us.” 
 
    “What do you mean gave, I thought you were against them,” asserted Robert. 
 
    “Trust me, you wouldn’t like the way they gave it to us,” replied Joe. “Some would say it was torture.” 
 
    “Really Joe,” said Sadar. “We don’t have time for these kinds of jokes. That fighter seems frustrated with us for not responding to his queries. 
 
    “The Grax is saying to stop or he will fire on us,” said Joe. 
 
    “Darn—brace!” yelled Sadar as the Grax fighter fired upon them. 
 
    Their ship shook violently as the laser hit. A brief waterfall of sparks fell on top of Robert from the ceiling causing him to flinch and then flail around. He quickly brushed his clothes in anticipation of a burning sensation, but was relieved to not feel any. 
 
    “Joe, with the probability of direct hits on our vessel from the enemy and being so far from home and with no support, the best option is to maneuver, but . . .,” said Augie internally. 
 
    “I got it, Augie.” Joe cut Augie off. He had already starting to jink the ship in response to Augie’s instruction. The vessel was quickly heating up as they pushed deeper into the planet’s air. The uneven warming of the craft's surface was causing severe buffeting, which was rapidly worsening. 
 
    “Joe, I’m not finished,” said Augie trying to caution him. “Any excessive maneuvering in the atmosphere will also increase our damage, most likely resulting in the vessel’s destruction . . . and that is definitely excessive.” 
 
    A volley of cannons from the enemy’s fighter hit home again, shaking the ship hard. They were only halfway through reentry into the planet’s atmosphere. Yet, their ship’s skin temperature increased from the growing air resistance. 
 
    “Well, we don’t have a choice if they keep hitting us,” said Joe defiantly. “Blown out of the sky or broken apart are not feasible options.” 
 
    “Blow what?” asked Robert apprehensively. He was still focused on understanding what Joe had said previously since he could not hear Augie. “A suit!” he cried in fear. “Do I get a suit? You have my word, remember! I’m in—in.” 
 
    “Don’t worry Robert, we have air now. It’s just the fall that will kill you this time,” said Joe sarcastically. The ship was buffeting hard. Pieces of external panels were coming loose and being ripped off the nose of their ship. Huldra’s atmosphere was three times thicker than Bandor’s, making entry a longer process in comparison. 
 
    Without missing a beat, Joe added, “Well, it looks like breaking apart is taking the lead. Bets, anyone?” 
 
    Their vessel took several more hits, making matters instantly worse, shaking the cabin and completely decloaking the ship. However, as the vessel became visible, the salvo of shots stopped as they broke through the atmosphere. For the moment they were hidden, while Grax fighter remained in the reentry phase, giving them a temporary break. 
 
    As soon as their ship changed to full air-breathing mode, the engines failed, completely flaming out. 
 
    “Get them reignited,” said Joe to Sadar. 
 
    Sadar replied, “Do you have any experience with crashing? Because I think we are about to. There’s just too much damage from reentry and the Grax fighter.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t be a surprise. I stated that before,” said Augie externally. “We’re too damaged.” 
 
    “Augie, not now,” said Joe. 
 
    “Great, has he been giving you advice and you’re not taking it?” asked Sadar. 
 
    “Both of you stop it! I need to fly this bird manually and not debate humanity,” said Joe. 
 
    They were now in an ice storm, so even if they had propulsion, they could not see where to steer. The original plan was to scout out the area to find the entrance to the side of the mine. However, the situation was quickly becoming hopeless as they rapidly lost altitude while blind to the terrain below. They only knew that they were close to their planned ingress spot. 
 
    When the Grax fighter finally broke through the atmosphere, its speed was much greater than Joe’s ship. It caused the fighter to rapidly fly past, momentarily allowing them to see it through the storm. 
 
    Joe pulled the nose up, bleeding off precious airspeed, and fired. The Grax ship took a direct hit to its engines, causing them to immediately fail and the fighter to veer away. It disappeared into the snowstorm. Moments later a flash of yellow color lit up the storm and then vanished just as quickly. 
 
    “That could be one of two things.” Joe again sounded worried. He seemed focused, leaning closer to the windscreen then suddenly banked the ship hard to the left as the wall of rock from the side of a mountain started to fill the windscreen. The sudden force of gravity of the ship’s turn pulled them back into their seats. Joe’s vision started to narrow, but he continued to hold the tight turn. The rock slowly pulled back from his view. 
 
    “Mark that one off as another close call,” said Joe. “Now, we don’t have a lot of time. We need to suit up in the cold weather gear because those two maneuvers just cost us a lot of altitude. Who knows where the next mountain tops are?” He leaned over, grabbing one of three suits. Joe then tossed it to Robert. “Your word, Robert!” he reminded him. “We don’t have long to get suited up. A hundred micro-cycles at the best, so hurry. We’ll freeze without these.” 
 
    Blinded by the snowstorm, Joe had to keep the nose pushed over to maintain enough speed to keep flying. The ship was falling fast, and he had no clue what lay below or how much time they had. With a glimpse of a sheer slope on the mountain’s side, Joe surmised they still had some altitude. Joe slowed to the minimum maneuvering speed, hopefully buying them some more time. 
 
    Sadar and Joe each took a suit for themselves. It only took a few micro-cycles to don the suits since both had previously worn them on Huldra. Robert struggled a little, but Sadar was already helping him. 
 
    “We don’t have anymore time, Sadar. Ready?” said Joe as he inhaled deeply. 
 
    “I don’t like back up plans, but you’re right. Slamming into the side of a mountain or smashing into the ground is out of the question,” said Sadar. “In tight,” he added before also inhaling deeply. 
 
    “What?” asked Robert. “Why tight? Are we going to crash? 
 
    “No time, ejecting,” hollered Joe as he pulled the command ejection handle. 
 
    Robert’s scream was immediately drowned out by the sound of four explosive charges separating the cockpit from the main ship, then from the blast of the wind stream hitting the escape capsule. A barricade had dropped behind Robert’s chair just inches away from his head as they ejected, sealing the cockpit tightly. 
 
    As the noises from the ejection faded, Robert’s screams became audible. He sounded like an upset toddler. 
 
    “Robert, stop your yelling,” shouted Joe. “We made it.” 
 
    “But we’re still falling,” cried Robert. “There’s no parachute . . . is there?” 
 
    “Nah, soft snow will break our fall,” teased Joe before leaning over and asking Sadar, “Please, tell me there’s something to stop us!” 
 
    “Yes,” Sadar answered before turning back toward Robert. “We have thrusters that will slow and steer us to our preplanned point, as best as the system’s computer can without our main engines. Though, it might be a rough landing. Take a deep breath, Robert. We’re going to survive this.” 
 
    Robert moaned and forced himself to take deep breaths. 
 
    The thrusters started to fire a little on one side, then another, before increasing all around the capsule in a random pattern. Red flames partially filled the windscreen as the capsule slowed and turned to align itself. Each firing resulted in buffeting forces against the ship that jolted the cabin repeatedly. Finally, with a massive final firing of thrusters, the vessel came gently to a stop. However, the back thrusters remained on. 
 
    “Quick, we have a problem,” said Sadar as he unbuckled. 
 
    “Another problem!” mumbled Joe. 
 
    Robert moaned loudly. 
 
    “Just a precarious obstacle,” replied Sadar. That was one joke too many since Robert had become traumatized by stress of reentry and ejection. The capsule was balancing on a cliff’s edge and the thruster fuel gauges were flashing on empty. 
 
    “Hurry, we need to get out of this capsule,” directed Sadar. 
 
    Joe ripped at Robert’s seatbelt buckle, popping it open while Sadar pulled on the windscreen’s emergency handle. The entire window flipped forward, away from the capsule, before falling to the side and over the cliff’s edge. 
 
    “Climb forward and jump,” shouted Sadar over the cold weather suit’s comms. He knelt on one leg on the window ledge before using his other foot to leap forward and onto the cliff’s rocky edge. Sadar turned back toward the capsule. “Jump, you two, before it’s too late.” 
 
    Five of the fifteen remaining thrusters on the back of the capsule sputtered, then stopped. The capsule leaned back, causing loose items to fly past Joe, hitting Robert in the chest. Robert flailed in panic, knocking the items to the side as if they were hot coals. The capsule tipped, creating an ever-increasing upward angle at the exit point. 
 
    Robert did not move, so Joe grabbed one of his arms and dragged him to the opening. “Out,” ordered Joe. 
 
    Robert leaned forward but stopped, paralyzed by fear. The capsule tilted further as two more thrusters ran out of fuel. Joe held Robert’s arm tightly as the listing hull tried to pull them both back in. He leaped through the opening, landing on the mountain’s tiny ledge, but Robert was still halfway in the capsule. 
 
    The remaining eight thrusters were burning out one at a time as the rescue capsule’s fuel became depleted. The capsule dropped a half-meter down from the edge, pulling Robert with it. It repeatedly bounced up and down as the remaining thrusters tried to compensate. As Joe struggled to keep his grip on Robert, his arm strained downward, then jammed back into his body, matching the capsule’s motion. Joe reached for a better holding point to anchor himself on the ledge of the mountain, but instead found only loose rocks. 
 
    Joe held Robert’s arm as the capsule started to pull further away from the cliff’s edge with the last two persisting thrusters. Robert looked into Joe’s eyes as he realized Joe was not going to let him go, even at his own demise. The last two thrusters failed, one at a time and the ship fell.
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    INTO THE FIRE AGAIN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The goblet shattered into pieces against the bulkhead, covering the floor below in a mixture of glass shards and fragments. The selfsame act always made him feel better in what was more of a hopeless situation. 
 
    A maintenance panel opened to release several bots to clean up the broken pieces. It did not take long for them to leave the area spotless and return to their earlier duties. 
 
    Admiral Pearson took several deep breaths before getting up from his stateroom chair. With the push of a button, he had a steady resupply of goblets from the replicator. However, it never was enough to help relieve the internal pain. As the new goblet appeared, he grasped it tightly, squeezing it in his hand, but this time he returned grip back to a normal grasp. 
 
    Instead of throwing it, he refilled it with a stiff drink. His sense of absolute frustration had withdrawn for the moment. He could not understand how two boys could escape from an entire squad of police officers. Enraged, the Admiral questioned how one person whose very existence could tie Bandor and the Tourians together and expose the his true ambitions had gotten away. Now all bets were off, and the list of his adversaries was growing. 
 
    The door to the Admiral’s Flag Stateroom onboard ISF Maiden opened with Captain Strata entering. His dark black skin was tight over well-defined cheekbones. He dressed in form-fitting ISF woodland camouflage fatigues, perfectly pressed, with the sleeves cuffed around his toned arms. His trousers tightly bloused over the top of his boots. Agitated, he quickly approached the Admiral, but he withdrew his anger inward  
 
    “Well, did you track him?” asked Admiral Pearson. 
 
    “Sir, that’s not all you asked me to do!” replied Captain Strata. 
 
    “Then…has it been done?” asked the Admiral disregarding Captain Strata’s assertion. 
 
    Captain Strata let out a deep breath. 
 
    “Well?” said the Admiral. 
 
    “Admiral, I . . .,” spoke Captain Strata pausing. 
 
    “You what!” the Admiral interjected forcefully. 
 
    “I don’t agree with destroying the ship,” added the captain. 
 
    “I didn’t ask you to destroy the ship. The boy is enough. Well, boys!” he said correcting himself. “Besides, don’t you believe in stopping traitors?” retorted the Admiral. 
 
    “They’re just boys . . .. Shouldn’t we have just captured the . . .,” spoke the Captain before he was interrupted. 
 
    “That’s funny. I thought you were in the military and not in a union,” said Admiral Pearson in annoyance. Unlike the Captain, the Admiral was not trying to hold his emotions inward. “—No! Our members don’t get to vote here. You have your orders.” 
 
    The door opened to let another officer enter. The officer walked straight to the Admiral before stopping at attention. 
 
    “Sir, I have a new report,” said Commander Johnson. 
 
    “Good, finally someone who has answers. Let’s have it Commander,” said the Admiral. 
 
    “Sir, the enemy vessel was tracked toward Planet Huldra, where we lost the signal,” reported Commander Johnson. 
 
    Admiral Pearson’s eyes drew inward, leading to a sigh, before he asked, “But not destroyed?” 
 
    Commander Johnson seemed a little taken back by the question, but he understood what was implied. He quickly adjusted. “Sir, it disappeared by itself. From atmospheric interference. But there’s more; one of the Graxs’ ships were disabled by a collision with the cloaked ship and the other one . . . well, it followed the cloaked ship into Huldra’s atmosphere. We first lost the Grax fighter signal, then we lost Officer Robert Duncan’s signal a little time afterward.” 
 
    “So, we can’t sense their cloaking technology?” queried the admiral. “And this officer’s signal?” 
 
    “No, Sir. When the ship is cloaked, we cannot sense it. Their cloaking technology is miniaturized and compared to ours, further advanced. Also, we have no assessment if they have the technology fleet-wide. However, our data is somewhat incomplete.” 
 
    “Somewhat?” asked Admiral Pearson. 
 
    “Yes, Sir, incomplete. We don’t know what they were up to,” said Commander Johnson, but he was lying. He was trying to cover Joe’s intentions as best as he could. He had once been Joe’s father’s Executive Officer before taking over the squadron as Don moved up in position. It was too dangerous for Johnson to go on the mission and not be noticed by the Admiral. Instead, due to his position as Admiral Pearson’s Flag Aid, he became the eyes and ears Don needed. 
 
    “This tracker on this officer, was it planted by our intel operatives?” asked Captain Strata. 
 
    “No, just pure luck. That rookie officer, Robert Duncan, disappeared in a chase after Devlin and the other boy. When the other officers checked his tracker, it was heading off planet Bandor. In turn, the police passed it to Intelligence, who were able to track Duncan by his locator. Due to its limited range, it was lost after they jumped into hyperspace.” 
 
    “And then?” asked Captain Strata. 
 
     “A straight-line . . . well . . . we assumed, at least initially,” replied Commander Johnson.  
 
    A new Intelligence Recruit had formed the idea. But before Johnson could intervene, the information had already been passed along. Instead, Johnson could only delay telling the Admiral until Joe was near Huldra. 
 
    “This other boy. Did the police know who he was?” asked the Admiral. 
 
    “No, Sir, he was listed as a person of interest and to be detained without identification or the usual police in-processing,” answered Commander Johnson. 
 
    “Commander, I’m just curious,” said the admiral. “How old is this incomplete data?” 
 
    “A solar day,” answered Commander Johnson. 
 
    “And the reason for the delay?” queried the admiral. 
 
    “We had to verify where the ship was heading,” said Commander Johnson. 
 
    “Obviously to Huldra,” said Captain Strata. “You seem confused about your duty to promptly report any intel about the enemy activity. A straight line is easy enough to guess with two choices . . . the beginning or the end.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” replied Commander Johnson. “You have a good point. The endpoint variance grows with distance, leaving the Tourian Void or the Graxs’ planetary system both in range. Since one of our new cloaking ships has already positioned itself off Huldra, all they have to do was wait for the ship to arrive at where ISF could detect Duncan’s signal.” 
 
    “And the Tourian Void?” asked Captain Strata. 
 
    “We have the Space Station Erebus listening for any non-ISF movement,” replied Commander Johnson. 
 
    “Well, Commander,” said Captain Strata, his anger resurfacing. He did not like what the Admiral had wanted as the end result, but it did not mean that the boys could not be intercepted safely. Johnson had delayed telling the admiral for a reason. Now the boys’ lives were in danger from the Admiral’s orders. “Any more incomplete data for the Tourian Void?” 
 
    “No, Sir, . . . well, I mean yes,” Commander Johnson said obviously nervous. 
 
    “Yes or no, Commander?” demanded Captain Strata. 
 
    “No to picking up their signal from the Tourian Void, and yes because of still incomplete data. But we picked their ship up at Huldra.” 
 
    “There’s that incomplete data again. Explain what this means!” demanded Captain Strata. 
 
    Beads of sweat were forming on Commander Johnson’s forehead. He was not used to deceiving his own. “We lost all communications with the Space Station Erebus . . . so, incomplete data,” said the Commander. 
 
    “Enough questions,” said the Admiral. “At least my Flag Aid has answers, Captain Strata. You can learn a thing or two hanging around him. Besides, we know where the ship went.” 
 
    Captain Strata did not show any visible response to the admiral’s attack. He was used to it and was only a matter of time before Admiral Pearson aimed his verbal attacks toward Commander Johnson. 
 
    “Commander, if that vessel leaves the planet again, destroy it. Seems that Captain Strata failed to do so the first time, and one thing I can’t stand are traitors.” The Admiral shifted his look toward the Captain. 
 
    The Commander did not respond verbally to the Admiral’s request, but the demand was not pressed further. Johnson was dismissed from the stateroom. 
 
    “Captain, I’m giving you one last chance to get rid of this Joe Devlin and that other boy. You wanted a reason before. Now you have it. The punishment for being a traitor in the ISF is death!” said the Admiral. “No need for a lengthy trial and I don’t need to add more names to my list, do I? Am I—clear—Captain?” 
 
    “Yes!” replied Captain Strata. He understood the double meaning of being a traitor as it was smeared over him, but for now, he had his orders. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Admiral had shifted his attention to reviewing his victory speech, ensuring that it fit his imminent victory over the Grax. His battle cruisers had all been retro fitted with the same cloaking device as his command ship, and he was waiting for just a few tests to make sure the shields could hold up while firing. It would be a first when both could be performed simultaneously. 
 
    Only the newly commissioned ISF Asteria would be in reserve, commanded by Captain Strata. Admiral Pearson wanted to make sure he only had commanders around him in the battle, so Captain Strata or anyone his rank or higher could not claim any glory. Once Captain Strata had taken care of those boys, he was to withdraw from Huldra in reserve. 
 
    The communication channel for his stateroom buzzed. 
 
    “Yes, state your purpose,” snapped the Admiral. He had asked not to be bothered while going over his speech. 
 
    “Sir, Commander Johnson, I have important an important communique,” said Commander Johnson. 
 
    “Pass it to me, Commander.” 
 
    The stateroom door slid open. 
 
    “Sir!” said Commander Johnson as he reached his hand out. He handed the admiral what was called the Brick, a secure communication PDA that allowed high-level coms. 
 
    “Wait here, Commander, while I review it,” said the Admiral. 
 
    “Aye, Aye, sir,” responded Commander Johnson. 
 
    Admiral Pearson’s eyes grew angrier as he read the message. He could not believe what he was reading. 
 
    “Has anyone read this, including yourself?” Commander. 
 
    “No sir! It just arrived and sent on immediately to you,” replied the commander. 
 
    At least the Admiral knew one person, a lieutenant on the Space station Erebus, had followed his orders. But if the information was correct, both the son and father were traitors. 
 
    “Yes, I have it—no need to relay this onto higher command. I’ll tell them myself. That’s all for now,” stated the admiral. 
 
    Commander Johnson spun around and left. 
 
    “Commander, stop. I have a message for you to return to the Lieutenant Commander . . . what is his name?” 
 
    “Hoxha,” replied Commander Johnson. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right. He’s taking the hardship duty in the Tourian Void. He wants to go places—way up, and I like that in an officer,” said the Admiral. “This goes to only him, understand? Use a secure line and make sure it does not go back to Bandor’s communication center. We should be able to go direct at this distance.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Commander Johnson. 
 
    The Admiral spoke into the Brick. “Lieutenant Commander Hoxha, attack and destroy the freighter,” recorded the Admiral. “Deadly force authorized. Treat all personnel as traitors. Report mission complete only to me. The mission is classified level three, Top Secret.” 
 
    “Commander Johnson, send this out at once. Only your eyes, understand!” 
 
    “Aye, Aye, sir,” said Commander Johnson before turning. 
 
    “Wait, stop, Commander. I’ll do it myself,” said Admiral Johnson as he reached out for the brick to be handed back to him. 
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    As one of the last two thrusters failed, the capsule started to pull Robert and Joe downward. Joe’s free hand grasped at the flat outlaying rock, its rough surface painfully tearing the skin on the palm of his hand, but he gripped harder despite his growing wound. Their fate sealed as they slid over the edge of the mountain. Joe and Robert were both going down with the capsule. 
 
    “Release me!” said Robert finding courage from deep within. 
 
    “No,” replied Joe. “You don’t deserve this.” 
 
    Both of Joe’s hands and body were now over the cliff’s edge. Only his legs dragged behind him, in dreaded anticipation of being pulled over the cliff with the capsule and Robert in its final drop. However, Joe was not thinking about his own death. He focused on saving Robert’s, defying his earlier animosity towards him. 
 
    The last thruster failed, and the ship dropped, but Robert and Joe did not fall with it. At the last micro-cycle, Sadar had grabbed onto Joe’s legs, providing an anchor point. As the capsule fell, it flipped end over end until hitting the bottom of the mountain, exploding. 
 
    Smoke and debris rose above them as Robert, Joe, and Sadar lay on the cliff’s narrow edge. Sadar motioned to Joe and Robert toward what looked like a cave’s entrance. The ships’ computer had done its job so well, it had found and almost landed on the only flat surface in the area, a small ledge. 
 
    “Joe, I can’t overstate my gratitude for what you’ve done,” said Robert as he took out a handkerchief from his uniform and handed it to Joe for his hand. “Thanks!” 
 
    Joe nodded in response. He had no time to think and had followed his gut about the right course of action. 
 
    “You too, Sadar. Thanks. You both wanted my word to support your mission. Well, you have it for . . .” Robert paused, cutting off his words and then changed his direction. “and for being kids, you sure are courageously tied with crazy.” 
 
    “Yeah, Joe’s rubbing off on me,” replied Sadar. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The cave turned pitch black as the trio pushed inward. “I can’t see a thing,” said Robert. “Are you two sure this is a good idea?” But before Joe and Sadar could answer, Robert slipped. “I’m sliding . . . downward,” he yelled. “Ice!” 
 
    Joe tried to stop Robert’s momentum, but Robert was too heavy. Before they knew it, Joe and Robert were both sliding downward into the cave’s inner abyss. 
 
    Sadar, realizing what was happening, reached out into the black but instead grabbed at air. Joe and Robert’s voices already seemed ever distant. Sadar knelt to the ground and slid, rapidly gaining speed. 
 
    Robert had taken the lead, separating from Joe as Joe had been spun backwards by Robert’s body. Joe tried to stop himself by reaching out to his sides, only ending up going faster with his arms acting like paddles in a downward stream of ice. 
 
    The blackness smothered them as they slid further into the unknown, with speed tossing them into the air they hit each bump. Ever faster, they gained speed and were launched higher into the air on each grounding. The cave filled with grunts and groans offering Sadar, Joe, Robert quick updates of each other’s positions in the darkness as they hit and bounced off the ground and sides of the cave. 
 
    Robert’s forward motion slowed slightly when he mashed into an object. 
 
    “Thank goodness,” yelled Robert thinking it was Sadar or Joe. However, when he reached out, a furry sensation made him immediately release his hand, with a shriek. To Robert’s relief, both he and the object were launched back into the air, and when Robert landed, the bushy object was gone, although he was afraid to reach out to see for sure. A micro-cycle later, another shriek from an animal sent new shivers down his spine. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Below him, Joe heard the shriek from an animal very familiar to him. Locating his helmet light, he switched it on. Ice covered the ground and sides of the cave’s tunnel. The shaft was packed with snow, blown in from the cave’s entrance from surface winds pushing the snow deep within, where it had melted and then refrozen into a colossal ice slide. 
 
    Joe was still facing backward. He directed his light sideward and pivoted against the wall. Another shriek filled the air, making Joe wince. It seemed close. Joe tried to stop his forward movement, but the speed was too fast. The path widened into a slope. Joe turned his head to the right, then the left as he slid, panning the area for Sadar and Robert. He was descending what looked like an internal mountain slope. 
 
    Further below him to Joe’s right, a large bushy object came into view, then disappeared. Its size frightened Joe, but it appeared to be moving faster and away from Joe. 
 
    “Sadar,” yelled Joe while he tried to stop sliding, but to no avail. He was hoping the bushy object was a friend, but he knew better. Instinctively, Joe leaned away, trying to create distance from whatever it was and the bottom of the cave, which seemed endless at this point. Suddenly, Joe started to lose momentum, finally coming to a stop. 
 
    Joe sat up. Then he heard a thump just a few steps away. 
 
    “Oh! That hurt,” said a voice. 
 
    “Robert? Is that you,” replied Joe. 
 
    Moaning followed by, “Is that the traitor?” confirmed Robert’s identity.  
 
    “Really,” said Joe directing his helmet light in the direction of Robert’s voice. 
 
    Robert was on his back with his legs curled over his head. Joe was lucky enough to have stopped before smacking against the cavern’s wall. However, Robert’s weight kept his speed higher, making his impact certain. 
 
    Joe laughed. “Well, you look like that wall beat ya up, Robert. So, I’ll let that last comment go for now.” 
 
    Another shriek, more distant, filled the air forcing Joe to turn his light toward the sound. 
 
    “Well, thanks,” said Robert. “I’ll just figure out what end is up in the dark.” 
 
    “Hush,” said Joe. “I know that sound.” 
 
    Robert could be heard moving before he spoke again. “I think I’m right side up or at least sideways.” 
 
    “Be quiet,” said Joe again in a hushed voice. “Do you want it to find us?” 
 
    “Oh, you’re talking about that shrieking sound!” said Robert. “I hit something on the way down. Thought it was one of you guys at first. Anyway, I ended up launched into the air and away from whatever it was, but that was a little way up.” 
 
    “Robert,” said Joe loudly. “Shut up! For an adult on a planet you have never been to, you are already playing with our lives.” 
 
    The shriek seemed to reply to Joe’s loud voice. 
 
    Robert followed Joe’s light as it illuminated the icy slope they had slid down. The bright light revealed the slope, which curved downward, expanding its width with distance. The beam moved upward past a large object before returning and stopping. A large furry beast started to turn toward the beam before Joe turned it off. 
 
     “Joe, what is that?” asked Robert. 
 
    “That’s your shriek,” replied Joe. 
 
    The animal let out another shriek, followed by the most horrible roar. 
 
    “Well, he already has your scent, so I just need to outrun you and my problem is solved,” said Joe. “It’s pretty far away and I’m sure it can’t walk on the ice well, which gives us some time, but very little.” 
 
    The animal sounds were getting louder. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Robert. 
 
    “It’s an Ice Vekoon,” replied Joe. “And he’s following your scent.” 
 
    “What about your flashlight?” said Robert. “You pretty much told it where we are.” 
 
    “Joe,” said a voice. 
 
    “Sadar?” Joe replied. 
 
    “Yes,” replied Sadar. 
 
    “Where are you?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Over here,” Sadar replied in a tired voice. 
 
    “Keep speaking so I can find you,” said Joe. 
 
    “Turn on the flashlight,” said Robert. 
 
    “No way . . . and give that creature the light he needs. They can already see pretty well in the dark.” 
 
    “Sadar, are you hurt?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Yes, but I will recover.” 
 
    Joe finally found him through the darkness. He broke out an infrared glow stick and cracked it, tying it to Sadar’s suit. He grabbed a second for himself. 
 
    “Turn on your night vision. It will pick up the light, but the Ice Vekoon can’t see in that spectrum,” said Joe. 
 
    “What about me?” asked Robert. “Do I get one?” 
 
    “It’s on your helmet, right side,” retorted Joe. 
 
    “Sadar, where ya hurt?” asked Joe. 
 
    “My ankle is killing me,” said Sadar. 
 
    “Can you walk on it?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Not without pain,” said Sadar. 
 
    Joe opened the medical kit and pulled out a cylindrical device. He injected it into Sadar’s ankle to administer the pain medicine. 
 
    “Oh!” said Sadar. “That feels wonderful.” 
 
    “How about now?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Let me stand up,” said Sadar. “Yes, that’s better, thanks.” 
 
    “How do you turn on this light,” said Robert. 
 
    “No Robert. Don’t!” said Sadar. “Joe was just kidding. Right Joe? It would lead the creature right to you.” 
 
    “And…that’s a bad thing?” said Joe. 
 
    “He’s joking again,” said Sadar. “Try the left side of the helmet.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like it, Joe,” replied Robert. 
 
    “Well, try not calling him a traitor anymore. That might help. You see, Joe and his family have put everything on the line for me. You just need time to get to know us.” 
 
    “Enough,” said Joe. “Go ahead and turn on the light when I say,” said Joe. 
 
    “You see . . . he’s trying to kill me,” said Robert. 
 
    “No, I’m not,” said Joe. “Tear off a piece of your outer suit and wrap it around the flashlight.” 
 
    “What flashlight?” asked Robert. 
 
    “The one on the right side detaches from the helmet,” replied Joe. 
 
    “And what will that do,” asked Robert. “Lead it to me? No way!” 
 
    A loud roar filled the air. The Ice Vekoon was closing the distance between them. 
 
    “Darn it, Robert,” said Joe. “Just do it.” 
 
    Robert tore off a loose flap on an outer pocket and wrapped it around the flashlight. 
 
    “Now wrap it under the clip on the light and rub your body scent over it,” ordered Joe. 
 
    “Really? It will have me for lunch,” replied Robert. 
 
    “Dinner, you mean. Remember, you’re larger than us little boys,” said Joe. “Just do what I’m saying. We don’t have time.” 
 
    Heavy footsteps with claws scratching the ice grew louder as the creature got closer. 
 
    Robert turned the flashlight toward the Ice Vekoon, attracting the animal’s attention. 
 
    “Now throw it far away,” said Joe. 
 
    “Where?” asked Robert. 
 
    “Up and away from us,” added Sadar. 
 
    The creature’s roar was deafening as it approached their position. 
 
    “Throw it now,” said Joe. Any sarcasm had been removed from the order. 
 
    Robert threw the flashlight up high. As it flew, the beam of light revealed the flashlight flipping end over and landing high above. The creature let out a roar as it changed direction. 
 
    Joe cracked another IR stick and attached it to Robert, then pressed the left side of Robert’s helmet. 
 
    Robert’s night vision came to life. The surrounding area lit by the IR sticks, enabled him to see Sadar and Joe. 
 
    “You two are crazy!” said Robert. 
 
    “Well, usually it’s Angel and me,” replied Joe. 
 
    “What?” replied Robert. 
 
    “Nothing, just missing my bud, who is usually here with me on my crazy adventures,” said Joe. 
 
    “Angel, you mean. Yes, on my police patrols, I’ve heard the rumors in the black markets. Seemed a little crazy to believe, but now . . . I am not sure. You could have led the creature to me,” stated Robert. 
 
    “Hush, we’re not out of the woods yet!” said Joe. 
 
    “Let’s move you two,” said Sadar. “While that creature is momentarily distracted.” 
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    “Haven’t heard a sound beside us for the last quarter cycle,” said Joe. 
 
    “I’m glad,” replied Robert. “Didn’t want to be its lunch.” 
 
    “The way it shrieked, it sounded more than just hungry,” added Sadar. “I’ve heard about the Ice Vekoon. That the Grax use it like a guard dog against my people.” 
 
    “I had a brush with one of those dogs and was lucky to escape,” said Joe, which promptly triggered a quiver of trepidation to run up his spine and into his shoulders, where it crashed. His nightmares were the place for his weakness, not in the mines on some foreign world. Joe toughened up, forcing himself to remember why he was there and being weak wasn’t one of the reasons. 
 
    Robert sighed aloud. He did not want to think about the Ice Vekoon, with its loud shrieks or the teeth that matched. Besides, thoughts of self-peril were getting the better of him as they trudged through a never-ending maze of tunnels. Some were cut into the mountain by miners, while others had been formed naturally. 
 
    In Robert’s pursuit of the boys, he regretted his rookie decision to prove himself among the other police officers. If he had only aided in the chase rather than taking the lead, the more seasoned officers would have said nothing. In the end, he might have been cajoled with a small pat on the back or a few trifling comments about being less of a rookie from the experience, but surely nothing as bad as the situation he was in. 
 
    “You know,” said Robert before pausing. “Both you kids are just plain nuts from what I have witnessed. And you Joe . . . you joke like it’s not a big deal. But for me, I can’t help thinking that we’re going to die here, and no one is going to know it. I bet you the other guys are laughing at me. I can hear it now. That rookie Robert got himself into trouble on his first chase . . . no surprise there.” 
 
    “Nuts you say,” said Joe. That was the only thing he had heard, missing that Robert hinted that he was scared. “We should have left him, Sadar, with our new pet.” 
 
    Joe loathed Robert and regretted picking him up after he had knocked himself out on their ship back on Bandor. Invisible ship or not, Robert had made a choice to chase them. However, Sadar had convinced Joe that they lacked the time to move him away from the ship’s hot exhausts and take off before the other police had caught up. The barbequed rookie would have been hard to swallow. 
 
    “Shush!” said Sadar, freezing in place. 
 
    Joe and Robert remained motionless, listening. 
 
    “You hear that?” asked Sadar. 
 
    Nothing was heard at first, then a few light sounds—tap, tap, repeating. 
 
    “Yes!” said Joe. “It sounds like axe picks. Mining!” 
 
    The sounds echoing through the tunnels made it hard to pinpoint the location. The louder the pick sounds became, the more the tunnels branched off, and their circumferences shrunk. 
 
    “There,” pointed Joe though the infrared light. It’s coming from over there.” 
 
    “As long as it’s not from where that creature is, I’m fine with going,” said Robert in a relieved voice. 
 
    “Let’s keep moving toward the noise,” said Sadar. 
 
    The tunnels were turning icy and could be seen through the IR light. As they climbed to a higher elevation their feet started to slip and they had to be mindful of each step. But the ground changed from ice to a mixture of rock and dirt as the air quickly warmed, removing the hazard. 
 
    “I thought we were nearing the surface, but the ice disappeared,” said Sadar. 
 
    “The mines must be heated,” replied Joe. “Or my sense of up and down is totally messed up.” 
 
    The ground was now slanting steeply upward. The axe picks became deafening as the echoes ricocheted between the tunnel walls. The tunnels were acting like the inside of a drum beating from the inside. 
 
    Their ascent continued upward, though the pace slowed as they wrestled against their worn muscles and sore feet. Finally, the ground leveled. The thunderous picks lessened with each step they took, decreasing the clatter as the tunnels opened into large caverns. Vibrations from thousands of simultaneous hits rattled the ground. It spread into their feet, sending a buzzing sensation up their bodies. Distant but visible light appeared as they approached an intersection of tunnels. Then voices followed. 
 
    “Stop here,” said Joe. “Robert, don’t get any smart ideas about turning on us. Remember, to the Grax, you are also the enemy.” 
 
    “Thanks kids,” said Robert sarcastically. “I may want to arrest you, but I know when I’m not in the right place for it. Besides, I gave you my word that I wouldn’t try until Bandor, where my jurisdiction lies. And my word is good.” 
 
    Robert did not like Joe either, but he could see that he was a leader who was not afraid to take chances, even for a kid. Besides, if the stories were true about him, he would rather be stuck with his best chance to get back to Bandor. All he would have to do was capture two kids, transforming himself from a rookie to a hero. He was willing to wait for that, although the Bandorian society’s reaction to the arrest of two kids worried him. Let alone, one kid was a Living God and the other a local hero! 
 
    “Over there,” said Sadar in jubilation. “Those are my people.” 
 
    At the corner of the cross tunnel, the view opened to a sprawling area with hundreds of Tourians laboring. They were mining ion crystals by the thousands. The floor had been mechanically sunken by the workers excavating: its original level now only marks upon a high cavern wall. 
 
    “Under the rocks and dirt,” said Joe in a hushed voice, “An endless supply of ion crystals.” Though with the noise of the axes’ chipping at the crystal, he was hard to hear, even with the protective suits’ com. 
 
    Joe noticed Robert frozen motionless in position. He was staring forward. “Robert, are you still with us?” 
 
    “All those people are Tourians?” asked Robert. 
 
    “Yes, and those are our ancestors,” replied Joe trying to grind the point in. 
 
    “Their surroundings are dreadful,” whispered Robert. “This imprisonment is immoral. How many and by whom?” 
 
    “You mean how many slaves,” replied Sadar. “All my people are supposed to be here—by the Grax’s hand. Half in the mines, and the others on the surface exposed to the elements. And you saw what it looks like outside from our ice slide.” 
 
    Robert felt anger brewing deep inside. He did not believe it when he had overheard Joe and Sadar talking about it on the ship. Robert was not sure about the ancestor part, but he was willing to find out more. For kids, they sure had a way of surprising him. 
 
    Robert was becoming internally tangled. If Joe had released his grip when the ship had fallen over the cliff or if Sadar had not anchored Joe, he would have been deceased. But now, he was witnessing injustice committed against conceivable ancestors. But, as Joe had to choose to save Robert, Robert was confused by his choices when measured against his police oath. 
 
    “Now what do we do?” asked Robert. 
 
    “Free my people,” replied Sadar. 
 
    “With what resources?” questioned Robert. “You two are way over your head.” 
 
    “You mean three,” said Sadar. “You gave us your word.” 
 
    “But I didn’t mean . . . you two . . . kids, really,” said Robert having a hard time getting his words out. “Do you at least have a plan?” 
 
    “This whole thing has been a plan,” said Joe with a smile. “Let’s start by removing our helmets and grabbing those rags over there. We need to cover up these suits.” 
 
    Robert heard Joe, but he was still distracted by the whole experience. “The crash was part of the plan!” stated Robert. 
 
    “Well as they say, a plan only survives until first contact with the enemy,” said Joe. “And that pretty much was a few contacts ago.” 
 
    “You two, focus,” said Sadar. 
 
    “I would . . . if I knew we had a real plan,” said Robert. 
 
    “We have a plan,” replied Sadar. “First, I need to contact my governess.” 
 
    “Your what?” asked Robert. 
 
    “That’s a fancy word for a nanny,” replied Joe. “You know, a person who takes care of kids.” 
 
    “Okay, funny,” said Sadar. 
 
    “Then what?” asked Robert. 
 
    “Well . . . that’s the tricky part!” answered Sadar. 
 
    “And that would be?” asked Robert. 
 
    “We have to get everyone into the tunnels and to the ships.” 
 
    “Pardon me over here, where the adult is, but what ships?” asked Robert. “I mean, you two kids destroyed the last one into a billion pieces down the side of a mountain almost with me in it.” 
 
    “Calm down, Robert,” said Joe, shaking his head in frustration. “One thing at the time. We stick to the plan and that means find the nanny. Sadar, do you see her?” 
 
    “No, not yet, but I’m looking,” replied Sadar. 
 
    A handful of Tourians were chipping away at the crystals on the cavern’s upper rim nearest to them. Ditching the protective suits, Joe, Sadar, and Robert moved along the group’s side until they came into hearing range. 
 
    Sadar motioned to a group of Tourian slaves, four in all, as they worked to dislodge a large crystal from the wall where it was embedded. The crystal towered over the workers by half their height. Two of the group leveraged the sides to help remove, while the other two labored at its base with pickaxes. 
 
    At first no one looked, or at least Sadar did not think so, since they were focused on their work. He moved forward and into the view of the two Tourians leaning into the crystal. He did not wave again but stepped carefully forward, making sure he was in their direct sight. One was an old man, tall and skinny, old in age. The other was equally as tall, but she seemed to be the youngest of the group, in her late teens. Between them, two females wielding axes picked at the base. Their arms were rippled with muscles, clearly a result of the rigorous labor. 
 
    When the teenager looked up, she was so surprised by the sight of Sadar, she stumbled backward, tripping over a foot sized rock. She tumbled to the ground as the other three looked at her. In turn, she just pointed wordlessly to Sadar. Their axes suddenly dropped. The axes together hit the base of the large crystal with their heavy pic ends, amplifying a clangor that echoed over and above the sounds of the other slaves. 
 
    The four workers kneeled before Sadar as he approached them, causing more of a scene as others just a few meters away noticed and followed. If he did not stop this fast, the enslavers would take notice before Sadar could organize his people to overrun Grax. 
 
    “Stop!” said Sadar. “I mean, get up before others see you.” 
 
    “But my lord,” began the old man. 
 
    “All of you stand up—fast!” blurted Sadar. “Go back to your work so you don’t stand out.” 
 
    “My lord, but your presence, it would be blasphemy,” said the old man. 
 
    “All will be forgiven,” said Sadar. “Now, please stand up before the Grax see you.” 
 
    “As you command my lord,” replied the old man. 
 
    “And them too,” added Sadar. 
 
    As the man rose, he signaled for the others to stand up, which they reluctantly did out of respect for their God. 
 
    The man seemed to tower Sadar as he looked up. He had only seen his people from a distance. A price to pay as their Living God, for he was raised in almost complete solitude, spending all his time with only his governess, his only friend before Joe. But now, she was longer that person. 
 
    “I’m sorry, your name?” asked Sadar. 
 
    “Lord, my family name is Hannan.” 
 
    “But what is your given name?” asked Sadar. 
 
    “If, you ask my lord . . . it’s Aazar.” 
 
    Aazar was in disbelief that his God was still alive. The Grax had told the Tourians that he had passed, yet now his very God stood before him. This did not seem possible, but if it were a trick, Aazar would rather be on his God’s side, no matter what the price. Even if he were an impostor . . . but time would tell, and he knew what was needed as proof. 
 
    “I’m looking for Kilian. Do you know her?” asked Sadar. 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” said Aazar, “She’s here . . . a traitor many times over. But you already know that.” 
 
    Sadar remembered. Was that how his people also saw her? 
 
    “Could you show me where she is? I need her guidance,” said Sadar. 
 
    “Guidance, my lord. If you say so,” replied Aazar. 
 
    Aazar was taken back on the guidance part. Why would his God want advice after such a betrayal? But again this wasn’t for him to judge. 
 
    Aazar leaned over to the Tourian beside him, speaking in a hushed tone. The worker removed his outer garment and handed it to Aazar. Then he motioned in the direction of the others and hurried away, to quickly return with more clothes. He handed them to Robert, Joe, and Sadar, the latter he bowed to before returning to his work. 
 
    “My lord, I apologize for the smell, but I assure you it’s the least foul of the bunch,” said Aazar. 
 
    “It’s understandable,” said Sadar as he winced from the initial odor. 
 
    “Once donned, these clothes will help hide you among us. Right now, the Grax are away and their chosen Tourians are in charge,” said Aazar. 
 
    Joe was astounded by how swiftly Sadar had changed his demeanor in front of his own people. For a kid eight years of age, he suddenly seemed old and experienced. 
 
    At first, as Sadar moved past the other Tourian workers, several recognized him and bowed. Others stopped laboring to stare, while the rest just continued with their work, too terrified to stop because it might alert the Grax. 
 
    Word spread like dry wild grass on fire. The Tourians’ spirit had been crushed, so they had been acting more like slaves, twice defeated as a people. They no longer showed the pride they once had. 
 
    To add to insult, their God was deceased, and they believed only his spirit could be walking among the living. Now the word was spreading, burning away most of their disbelief and igniting a spark of hope in the hearts of the Tourians. 
 
    The atmosphere was tense and unwelcoming when they finally stopped in front of Kilian Abdiesus. The gathering crowd let out a groan that moved quickly outward in a wave emanating from their position. The slaves did not approve of their God speaking with this woman who was a traitor, adding doubt to who he was. 
 
    “Kilian,” spoke Sadar. 
 
    “My lord, you are alive!” replied Kilian. Her heart figuratively sunk to her feet at hearing the voice of the very person she had betrayed. 
 
    “No thanks to you,” mumbled Aazar. 
 
    Sadar looked into Aazar’s eyes and saw the hatred for Kilian. Shifting his view, Sadar’s eyes met Kilian’s, where he saw regret and profound sadness. She was a shadow of the person who had raised him from a baby. Only a defeated woman remained. 
 
    “Yes. Joe, my Bandorian friend, saved me from prison and an uncertain fate at the hands of the Grax,” said Sadar. 
 
    “My Lord, a friend of yours is a friend of mine,” responded Kilian. 
 
    Aazar almost hissed at Kilian’s comment. He wasn’t too kind to any Bandorian, but Joe and Robert were sheltered from his discontent by his God. Aazar believed Kilian was up to her old tricks and she wasn’t protected from his ire. 
 
    Joe was nervous as they stood in plain sight of any Grax who could see the commotion. 
 
    Sadar spoke with Kilian in a whisper. A few yeses, followed by my Lord, and there is, could be heard before Sadar resumed his focus back on the group. 
 
    “Sadar,” said Joe, “We need to keep this moving forward.” 
 
    The slaves nearest to them, who had heard Joe calling Sadar by his first name, seemed confused about how a Bandorian could speak to their God so casually. It was an act of blasphemy. But Aazar saw what was happening and quickly acted. 
 
    “My lord, we are not used to seeing you in person, let alone hear an enemy call you by your given name,” said Aazar. 
 
    “He’s not my enemy,” replied Sadar. 
 
    “My lord. I don’t doubt it, but they don’t see it that way,” replied Aazar, glancing towards the Tourian slaves. 
 
    Sadar understood. He reached down and pulled out the Black Medallion. The slaves bowed at the sight of the Medallion. They soon came into view of other slaves, who also followed suit. Sadar knew what he had to do before the Grax came back. However, with his people bowing at his feet, he noticed a few still standing. They were Tourian guards, and they seemed to be confused as to what to do. Should they bow or arrest him? 
 
    Sadar realized his legitimacy as their Tourian God was at stake. “You see what I have here,” he spoke loudly enough to be heard, but waited until his words were spread like a wave throughout the entire group. 
 
    Sadar turned in a complete circle so everyone could see what was in his hand. Whispers buzzed throughout the group at the sight of the Black Medallion. Upon seeing the medallion, the guards that where still standing knelt and bowed with the rest of the Tourian slaves. 
 
    “That’s amazing,” said Robert. “Who are you to them?” 
 
    “Robert, quiet,” said Joe. 
 
    “Really, you’re not going to tell me what’s happening. Do you really want my help?” replied Robert. 
 
    “He’s their God,” responded Joe in a hushed voice, “And they just recognized him after believing he was dead.” 
 
    “Oh!” said Robert. “Yes, that lord thing again. But he’s just a kid.” 
 
    Sadar gave them both a look of concern, but Aazar understood right away. “You two need to bow,” said Aazar. 
 
    With thousands of Tourian eyes staring at Robert as he stood, his knees went limp from the sheer astonishment of the situation, and he fell to the ground with a thud. Joe followed him with a controlled descent. 
 
    Sadar stretched out his hand high into the air with the Medallion. “You are Tourians, not slaves. Stand with me and trust my guidance,” he said before adorning his neck with the Medallion. 
 
    He repeated, “Stand with me,” as the Tourians rose to their feet. “Have pride in yourself once again.” 
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    FOLLOW THE TRAITOR 
 
      
 
      
 
    The escape began hastily, bewildering many of the Tourians as they moved deeper into the unfamiliar mines. Most just followed the person in front of them, without much thought to exactly how they would gain their freedom. Initially, when the elders saw that Kilian was leading them into the tunnels, there had been a few grumbles about her being a traitor. This this was swiftly snuffed when they saw their God, Sadar Tourian and the Black Medallion, greeting them as they moved further into the mines. 
 
    “How well do you know these tunnels?” Robert asked Kilian. 
 
    “Well enough,” replied Kilian. “No one from either side cares about what a traitor does or goes, so long as you stay clear of them. I was a joke to the Grax guards and a leper to my own people.” 
 
    “And now they should be thankful for what you are doing for them,” stated Robert. 
 
    “No . . . Tourians are a proud people. I will always be a traitor to them,” replied Kilian. “Something I have rightly earned.” 
 
    Robert did not disagree with Kilian. He took her at her word. He had other worries about getting back to Bandor, and he preferred not want to run into any more animals on his way.  
 
    “Have you ever run into any large creatures that, uh, say . . . um . . . live in the dark down here?” asked Robert hesitantly. 
 
    “You mean the Ice Vekoon,” said Kilian. “They are mostly on the surface, but over the years several have escaped into the tunnels.”  
 
    “Should I . . . I mean . . . should we be concerned about them?” asked Robert. 
 
    “Only when they’re hungry,” replied Kilian. 
 
    “Oh!” said Robert. 
 
    “But they’re always hungry,” added Kilian in a monotone vioce. She was not one to joke after hitting the bottom of her humanity as a traitor and estranged mother and wife. 
 
    Kilian could sense Robert’s apprehension about the animal as her motherly instincts kicked back in after a long slumber. With Sadar’s return, she felt awakened within and wanted to reassure Robert. She added in a cheerful tone, “But don’t you worry, Robert. They’re not the brightest animal and can be easily distracted by any noise.” However, she purposely left out, only for a moment or so. 
 
    Kilian’s lamp lit the path in front of her, allowing them enough vision to see any creatures that might lie in wait ahead. With the large group of people walking through such narrow tunnels, it would be better if they did not run into the Ice Vekoon. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Aazar was walking behind Robert and Kilian, listening. When Kilian looked back, Aazar smiled uneasily. “I’m watching you Kilian,” said Aazar. “You know these tunnels too well for your own good. I won’t let you double-cross my God again.” 
 
    “Our God!” replied Kilian. 
 
    “No, I said it correctly the first time,” retorted Aazar. “Remember what you did!” 
 
    “How could I ever forget with you around, Aazar,” replied Kilian. 
 
    Joe had entered the tunnel last, along with Sadar, behind several thousand Tourians. Sadar had wanted all his followers to see him as they entered the passageways. 
 
    “So, is this God position very serious?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Not sure how to answer that,” replied Sadar. 
 
    “I mean, will you always be their God?” 
 
    Sadar understood the question and was not offended by the it. “Yes, until my first-born kid takes over like I did from my father,” answered Sadar. 
 
    “Can it also be a daughter?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Yes, but it hasn’t happened yet, but mostly due to males being born first.” 
 
    The path was lit by lanterns and fire torches of all different types and sizes. The group had already been in the tunnels for a while by the time the Grax guards had discovered that the slaves were escaping. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Grax security had relied upon the Tourians to police their own, so no Grax soldiers were stationed in the mines overnight. 
 
    “Sir, we need to go after them,” said the sergeant with a tone of urgency. 
 
    “It will only be a matter of time before we find them. They have nowhere to go without ships,” responded the lieutenant. “Even with ships, they would need at least a hundred to carry all them off the planet.”  
 
    “Let’s make sure we find them before word gets out of what has happened,” ordered the sergeant. “Vi Ryant will not be pleased. Should we at least tell Vi Ryant’s brother?” 
 
    “Your right, Sergeant, release it! Time to flush them out,” said the lieutenant. 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir,” replied the sergeant. “Corporal!” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant,” answered the corporal. 
 
    The corporal loosened his grip on the chain, allowing the Ice Vekoon to move closer to the main cavern’s inner tunnel opening. At the same time, the other guard pulled on the second rope to help align it with the entrance. 
 
    A black cape adorned with the Grax army symbol and colors was draped over the creature’s back. It shrieked at the scents of thousands of Tourians emanating from the tunnels. With a nod from the corporal, the Ice Vekoon was released. The animal started to turn back towards the guards who raised their torches forcing the creature back toward the passageway. 
 
    “Lieutenant, shouldn’t we release a second Ice Vekoon since they hunt better in twos, and it’s the standard protocol?” questioned the Sergeant. That was the usual procedure, so it seemed odd that they were deviating from it.  
 
    “Yes, I agree, but let’s see what one does first. No need to overdo it. You’re talking about thousands of Tourians in the tunnels,” said the Lieutenant. “Should be easy enough for one Ice Vekoon to find. Anyway, I’ll let the chief know.” However, he had no intention of reporting it. At least not right away. 
 
    The sergeant saluted the lieutenant, who rendered the salute back and then turned away before donning his helmet. At that moment, the sergeant noticed a small distinctive heart shape mark a few millimeters in width with an arrow through it. It was faintly etched near the helmet’s backside, where it was well-hidden from direct view. He had seen it before, but never on an officer. 
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    FREE TO RUN 
 
      
 
    The ships were ancient; to put it into milder terms. They were used to transport Chief Bandor’s descendants to the Tourian Void on their original pilgrimage. However, over time entire sections had been replaced, leaving a hodgepodge of junk parts and misaligned scrap pieces of all colors and shades. To make matters worse, most of the fleet had remained unused since the end of the Tri-Sun War, leaving the ships’ working conditions unknown. Only a junkyard would have made the ships easier on the eyes. 
 
    “Ensign Brock, report when everyone’s up” ordered Commander Devlin. The crews had fanned out among the ships, with two aircrew per ship. Given the age of each vessel that was asking for the impossible, but it was the mission . . . impossible, even suicidal, yet they were doing it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mac stepped onto the bridge, walking to where he thought the communication panel might be located. “Test, test,” said Mac. “Do you have me, Chief Mate?” 
 
    At first, nothing came back, then the coms crackled with a raspy voice saying. “Captain, I have you five by five. This old relic, well it’s old, but looks like the Tourians kept this trash heap in running condition.” 
 
    “What do you mean, looks like they kept this trash heap in running condition?” asked an elderly man who looked like a model for a skeleton as he stepped forward from the side bulkhead. “This ship and all the other ones are in their prime, so show some respect, you Bandorian bandit.” 
 
    “Whoa,” said the chief mate as he stepped back, startled. “Who are you?” He would have pulled out his weapon, but his holster was empty. He had left it on a nearby table behind the man. 
 
    “Who’s that?” asked Mac over the COM. 
 
    “Looks like we have a stowaway, captain,” replied the chief mate. 
 
    “I’m no stowaway!” said the elderly man. “You Bandorians never seem to know what’s yours and what is Tourian.” 
 
    From behind the elderly man, Mac burst through the door with his weapon drawn, pointing it at the stowaway. 
 
    “Stay right there,” said Mac. “Very still.” 
 
    “I’ve been here the last fifty cycles, so the staying part is not so hard. Yet, you two and all your goons suddenly seem interested in my ships,” said the elderly man with disdain. He continued with his words after spitting on Mac’s foot to show that he was not happy seeing another Bandorian onboard. “How did you ever find my ships after being hidden all these years?” 
 
    “Your ships?” replied the chief mate. “Where’s your crew then?” 
 
    “Just me and my robots,” replied the elderly man. “That’s enough to keep them in prime condition.” 
 
    Mac laughed, before adding, “Well, that makes sense of how they have been so perfectly maintained. My trash bin has less dents than your handiwork. And that’s after the garbage truck ran over it several times.” 
 
    “Are they all operational?” asked the chief mate. 
 
    “I’m not answering that question or anything else until your goon lowers that weapon and answers my question,” demanded the elderly man as he prepared to spit again. 
 
    “From your Living God,” answered Mac. “Now it’s your turn. Do these tin cans work?” 
 
    The elderly man paused looking at Mac surprised by his answer. He was sizing him up against the truth. It was a good thing too, since at his age, he was quickly running out of spit. Shaking his head in disgust, he turned to a screen on the wall and before Mac could reach him, the old man had disabled the ship. Systems began to shut down. “Good luck bypassing my lockouts. Even with Bandor technology, it will take you days to bypass my codes,” stated the elderly man. 
 
    “Wait, we answered your questions,” said the chief mate. 
 
    “My God is dead—so you lie,” said the elderly man. 
 
    “I don’t have time for this,” yelled Mac. “Your Boy God is nothing to me, alive or dead.” 
 
    Reports of the other ships shutting down flooded in over Mac’s brick. 
 
    “He’s alive?” asked the elderly man after thinking about it. He had been alone for a while, so he hoped it was true. 
 
    Mac was his usually blissful self, and he wasn’t pleased that he had to convince the man, but his chief mate had gone into the silent mode and the mission would be doomed if he didn’t do something. It would only be a matter of time before the space station figured out that they had no orders. “Well . . . yes. He would have to be that to tell us.” He cleared his throat, “Alive that is . . .” 
 
    “Yes,” added the chief mate breaking his silence. 
 
    “You talked to him directly?” asked the elderly man. 
 
    Mac was going to have to say it, so he was not happy. “Your boy God talked to our ensign . . . who is . . . is . . . well . . . trustworthy.” He swallowed hard, making sure his pride went all the way down this throat. 
 
    “An Ensign,” replied the elderly man. “Kind of young if I understand the rank structure.” 
 
    “Ninety-nine,” said Ensign Brock “We have had reports of ninety-nine ships going offline. Can anyone tell me what happened?” 
 
    Mac sighed. “Can’t you just take my word for it and restore the power? We’re on a rescue mission to free your people.” 
 
    The elderly man had been entirely by himself since the Grax had enslaved his people. He had lost all hope until that point, but nonetheless, he had continued with his now meaningless maintenance duties. He was a lost soul waiting to be found or fade away. 
 
    “What proof do you have . . . away from you two that my God lives?” asked the man. 
 
    “Fine,” said Mac, giving in completely to what he thought was left of his pride. “Ensign Brock, this is Mac. I know the reason for the power loss.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ensign Brock cringed at the sound of Mac’s voice. He was wondering what offensive remarks Mac was going to say toward him over the common frequency. “Yes, Mac,” was all Ensign Brock said, in a monotone voice. 
 
    “Well, Ensign, humor me here,” said Mac, “How exactly did you know these ships were here?” 
 
    Ensign Brock nearly choked on his own tongue. He was not sure how to reply to the question. It seemed simple enough, but why? “Mac, you know why,” he replied. 
 
    “Again,” said Mac, “Humor me with the reason and you will then understand why the power is out.” 
 
    “Mac,” interjected Commander Devlin. “What seems to be the issue?” 
 
    “Don,” replied Mac. “I assure you I’m not messing with anyone; I just need to get the answer, specifically over the radio and from the ensign.” 
 
    Mac was at his limit. He unclicked the coms. “Can’t I just tell him I need proof? This seems like a waste of time.” 
 
    “I need proof independent of you,” replied the elderly man. 
 
    “Okay . . . fine,” said Mac before he pressed the com switch again. 
 
    “Look Ensign, I’m not messing with you and I just need the name of the person who told you the whereabouts of these ships, then the power will be restored. Simple enough, right!” 
 
    There was a long pause in the coms before the answer came back. “The Boy God, Sadar Tourian told me how to find them.” 
 
    Mac turned toward the elderly man. “Well?” 
 
    The elderly man pressed a few buttons on the screen waking the ships. “I’ll help you if this is a real rescue of my people.” 
 
    “Can you operate the holds to take maximum passengers?” asked Mac to the elderly man. 
 
    “Well, it’s not going to be a smooth operation, but I think I can get them on when the time comes. We Tourians have grown over the years.” 
 
    “I need it to be smooth, so work some miracle with my Chief Mate,” order Mac. 
 
    “You bet, Captain,” replied the Chief Mate. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It had been a short time since he had last been called Captain, but it felt good to be back in the position he earned so many years ago. Commander Johnson would now be the fleet commodore. 
 
    “We’re missing a name,” said Mac. 
 
    “Captain, what ya mean? asked the Chief Mate. “His name is Von, if that’s what you mean?” 
 
    “No . . . a task force name. Make all official since we are heading into the abyss,” spoke Mac. 
 
    “Yeah, like the scrapyard,” joked the Chief Mate. 
 
    Mac chuckled to himself. “Yeah, I see what you mean. I need to think that one through more.” 
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    FROM DARK TO LIGHT 
 
      
 
    Robert walked side by side with Kilian, treating her as his equal. In his eyes, they had both been misjudged in a hopeless situation that was out of their own control. Plus, she had the brightest lantern, and Robert wanted to make sure he could see the Ice Vekoon before anyone else. 
 
    Aazar walked closely behind them, keeping Kilian under his careful watch. He did not see any purpose in her leading the group through what seemed like a random maze of tunnels and caverns. Yes, his God wanted her to lead them out of the mines and he had made sure his wishes were known to all his people, but Aazar was going to make sure that Kilian followed up on her promise to his God this time. 
 
    “We’ve been walking for hours. Where are we going?” asked Robert. 
 
    “Across, but under,” replied Kilian. She was happy to have someone to talk to, but every so often, she would look back, hoping for a glimpse of her daughter, when the long, winding path became parallel to itself. Then she would catch Aazar’s scornful stare and turn her head back to the task at hand. 
 
    “That’s confusing, if I may say,” said Robert. 
 
    “She means across the mountains, but below their base. These tunnels go for miles in every direction. They are used for mining ion crystals to run the Grax ships,” explained Aazar. “Though I was never able to find a way out, it seems Kilian has slipped out a few more times than I have noticed. Who knows what else she has done by herself to save her own skin over that of our kinsfolk?” 
 
    “I’ve changed,” said Kilian as her voice trailed off. She was tired, and fighting Aazar was beyond her strength. 
 
    Robert shifted the conversation to get Kilian to relax a little. He understood the pressure. “Not a great place to live, ice and all,” he said. “Why these Ice Vekoons seek the darkness and cold, I do not understand.”  
 
    “It was once a beautiful place,” said Kilian, “The surface, that is, but now it’s frozen and the only place to survive is in the mines. There are other animals down here if you stop and listen. They have adapted ever since the Graxs’ planet’s star started dying. The Ice Vekoon seek shelter as we do and they also seek out food, regardless of what or who it is . . .” 
 
    “Quiet, Kilian, and keep focused on your path. I can’t have you leading us the wrong way again,” said Aazar. “Traitor,” he added bitterly, making sure she clearly understood her place, even on their way to freedom. She would never be free in his mind. 
 
    Robert did not appreciate how Aazar treated Kilian, traitor or not. The situation reminded him of the Devlin boy and him, but in reverse. Robert struggled against his feelings and the meaning of being a traitor, questioning if the connotation could be different among cultures separated only by Space, though a great distance. He particularly wrestled with the relationship of the Tourians and the fact that they were Bandorian descendants. Robert debated whether he has also misjudged Joe as he felt Aazar did to Kilian? 
 
    A sudden shriek from in front of them made everyone stop. Then, a shriek from behind seem to answer the first. 
 
    “I don’t like the sound of that,” said Robert. “Was that an echo?” 
 
    “No, there’s two,” replied Kilian. She waved for everyone to be quiet. Hushes passed back among the chain of people. 
 
    Kilian did not wait to confer with Aazar. She knew what to do. “Robert, you need to hurry. Turn up there quickly. Aazar, you too, head in that direction. It leads up towards an opening and your freedom. I need to stay here to buy time for our people.” 
 
    “No way, Traitor. You’re staying with me,” retorted Aazar. 
 
    But Kilian was not having it. “I don’t have time for this,” she insisted. “Yes, I’m a traitor. You won’t let me forget. But I have changed, so let me prove it. Aazar, please! Lead our people forward to the surface while I try to protect them. We don’t have much time!” 
 
    Aazar looked at Kilian trying to gauge her . . . only to exhale with frustration. “Okay! Go, Robert, I guess we don’t have a choice. Kilian did lead us away from the Grax, but remember, it doesn’t matter what you do in view of our people. It matters what choices you make when you’re not being watched. That is how you will be judged.” 
 
    Robert and Aazar disappeared upward and her people followed. The shrieks were getting louder as the Ice Vekoon closed in on their prey. Kilian kept one eye forward with her lantern cutting through the darkness, looking for any sign of the creature while hoping for one last glimpse of her daughter and husband. But it did not happen, and the last of her people passed by. Not one single person looked her way, completely shunning her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kilian had made her peace with herself, for she knew what had to be done. She was not going to do it for her people this time, but for her daughter, who would forever know her mother as a traitor. Kilian knew the Ice Vekoon would wait and then pick people off from the back. 
 
    “My lord,” said Kilian. “Did you hear any shrieks?” 
 
    “No,” replied Sadar. “Are they gone?” 
 
    “No, those creatures are lurking, waiting for us to pass. Then they will pick us off one by one,” said Kilian. 
 
    “And why are you not leading our people from the front? They need to see you as they are freed from this place,” said Sadar. 
 
    “My lord, I appreciate what you are doing, but I will always be a traitor. Robert and Aazar now lead the way,” said Kilian. “It’s just straight up from here.” 
 
    “Great, the guy who thinks I’m a traitor leads,” said Joe. 
 
    “It seems both of us have one thing common then,” answered Kilian. 
 
    “You will go to the top,” demanded Sadar. 
 
    “My Lord . . .,” she started to say as a creature shrieked, then jetting out of the darkness fifty meters away. It was closing the distance between them. 
 
    Kilian selflessly jumped in front with a fire torch, distracting the Ice Vekoon. Joe and Sadar seemed stunned by her actions. 
 
    “My Lord, run! I will distract it and stay behind you,” said Kilian. But as Joe and Sadar moved away from her, a second Ice Vekoon came out of the dark, blocking her escape. 
 
    The two creatures tried to stay out of the light, which blinded them amidst the darkness they were accustomed to. However, their shrieks were ear piercing. 
 
    Joe grabbed another nearby torch and tried to help Kilian. 
 
    “Go!” yelled Kilian. “We are no match for them. Help my people. I will stay behind and lead them off.” 
 
    The other Tourians at the end of the line pushed forward, but seemed more surprised by Kilian’s actions than scared by the Ice Vekoon. She was being heroic. 
 
    A young girl immerged from the end of the group distressed. 
 
    “Mommy,” she cried as her father tried to pull her back to safety. 
 
    Kilian turned to see her little Susan. Smiling at her daughter, Kilian turned and thrust her lantern forward, making the nearest creature step back. Her actions were in vain as the Ice Vekoon changed direction, lunging toward Kilian’s daughter. 
 
    “Go my Lord. Take my daughter with you. Go now!” yelled Kilian over the shrieking animals as the other creature lunged in her direction. 
 
    “I got her,” yelled Joe. He and Kilian’s husband had to drag Susan, who screamed, “Mommy!” repeatedly. 
 
    All the Tourians were now in the tunnel, climbing upward. Sadar seemed distressed by the situation, not knowing what to do. Joe reached out with his free hand to grab Sadar’s arm, but the God resisted. Joe felt like a rope in a tug of war as the girl’s father pulled from the other side of his daughter. 
 
    The situation was changing quickly. Both Ice Vekoons once again surrounded Kilian. Then a third stepped out of the darkness toward Sadar and Joe, near the upward tunnel. It was wearing a black Grax cape, unlike the other two creatures. 
 
    Kilian stepped back trying to split the difference between the three. The Grax Ice Vekoon seemed to be defending its territory against the other two, giving everyone a moment to move. 
 
    “Kilian, come with us now,” said Sadar. 
 
    “Go, my Lord. It’s too late for me. I do not deserve such forgiveness after what I have done. Someone has to block this tunnel.” 
 
    “Kilian, take this,” said Joe tossing her a grenade. 
 
    “Go now,” she yelled again. “Tell her I love her.” 
 
    “Mommy!” Killian heard Susan’s anguished cries echoed over the noisy commotion of the other Tourians fleeing the creatures. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The shrieks of the animals seemed to go on for several minutes before the explosion. Thick dust shot up the tunnel as it collapsed down below. Then, silence filled the air as everyone listened and looked for movement. 
 
    Word by mouth of Kilian’s heroic actions moved quickly to the front. 
 
    “Can’t be true,” said Aazar when he finally heard it. 
 
    “Maybe you were a little too hard on her,” said Robert. 
 
    Aazar’s broke his steady demeanor. “Yet, you think the same of this Devlin,” said Aazar in a vile tone. “Kilian can never be forgiven for the suffering she caused. Never!” 
 
    Robert seemed deflated by Aazar’s comment and withdrew from the conversation. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Robert and Aazar finally reached the end of the tunnel, where the surface looked like hell frozen over. As they approached the opening, the temperature dropped sharply and the winds whipped into the shaft, stinging Robert’s skin under his clothes, feeling like sharp slaps to the face. In their haste to escape, half of the Tourians forgot to grab their cold-weather gear. The clothing of those who had remembered was worn and torn from too many years of use. However, the Tourians were accustomed to the cold since they had lived half their time on the frozen surface. 
 
    Of the trio, Robert was the only one who had not left his cold-weather gear behind in the haste of freeing the Tourians. Going back now to retrieve Joe and Sadar’s was out of the question especially since the tunnel had collapsed. 
 
    Susan had fallen asleep in her father’s arms next to Robert. Killian’s husband looked shocked and confused at what had happened. He did not seem prepared to lose his wife after seeing her daily, despite her deplorable deceptions. Now he was a widower, and his daughter was without a mother. 
 
    A debate was spreading throughout the Tourians concerning Kilian’s sacrifice. Had Kilian redeemed herself or gotten what she deserved? In any case, the Tourians avoided the debate around Susan, out of respect for her young age and recent loss. 
 
    Daylight flooded the end of the tunnel as snow drifted across. Several Tourians made a snow barrier to block the winds, but as they tried to pack the icy snow, the wind whipped it from their hands, making the process slow. 
 
    Joe finally arrived at the top. “Kilian is gone,” he said to Aazar. 
 
    “We heard already,” said Robert pointing to where her daughter was sleeping. “So, what do we do now?” questioned Robert. “Going outside is a death sentence without proper gear. Only half have it.” 
 
    “We wait,” said Joe. “Hopefully, my dad has been successful.” 
 
    “With the temperature dropping, we need to do something fast,” said Sadar, “or my people will freeze to death.” 
 
    “What about fire?” asked Robert. 
 
    “No, we don’t have any means to start one or a find a source,” answered Aazar. 
 
    “Body heat,” said Joe. We have lots of bodies. Have your people huddle in groups to keep warm while we wait. It might be hours before my dad comes with the ships.” 
 
    “Yes, if,” replied Sadar. 
 
    “Trust,” replied Joe. “My dad has my trust. I hope that is enough for now.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Sadar as he handed the Black Medallion to Joe. “I trust you both. Better go outside with this to make sure they receive the tracker location. You seem the best at using it so far and my people wouldn’t want me to leave them.” 
 
    Robert was surprised by the sight of the medallion. He had heard legends from other police on the force but did not think they were true. However, if they were . . . then Robert needed more than merely the sight of the medallion. He needed to see its powers in use before he would believe. 
 
    Joe placed the Black Medallion around his neck and walked out into the storm without hesitation. 
 
    Robert looked puzzled. The medallion was just a necklace. Nothing special. “He’s going to die,” said Robert. 
 
    “You see, Robert,” said Sadar, “You may call Joe a traitor, but to me, he’s a hero like Kilian. He gave up everything for my people because he believed in the cause. You just need to believe. People make mistakes, but when they think it’s for the greater good, be careful about how fast you judge them based on of rumors.” 
 
    “Kilian, from what I understand, betrayed you and your people,” said Robert. 
 
    “Yes, did, but then she didn’t,” replied Sadar. “You see, she thought she was protecting me the day the Grax came. Since the Grax didn’t know my age or sex, she told them she was the Tourian God. But when they threatened my life, Kilian told them who I was to protect me. Later, the Grax lied, saying she turned me over without regard for my life. She was . . . and still is my hero from the start. Joe is also a hero. You’ll see in time.” 
 
    Susan had awakened and was looking at Sadar. She had heard the whole thing. Sadar smiled and winked at her and she smiled and winked back. 
 
    “He’s going to die outside without a suit,” Robert repeated. “But it will be a hero’s death by your account.” 
 
    “What do you seek, Robert?” said Sadar. 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Robert. 
 
    “Well, you chased us on Bandor, leaving your backup behind against good judgment, and now you are involved in a great cause, and you still can’t see what you want.” 
 
    “I want to go home with you two under my arrest,” replied Robert. 
 
    “That’s why you joined the police force . . . to arrest people, or for justice to be served? Is that what you see in my people’s slavery? Admiral Pearson ordered my and Joe’s arrest . . . and for what purpose? To stop the slavery of my people? No, he hid that from your citizens. He lies about the war. It’s over. As you can see, my people are defeated and the Grax are just trying to survive. Their planet is dying. My people just want to live under our religious laws. You see, we all want something.” 
 
    “You’re just a boy,” said Robert. “What do you know!” 
 
    “No, Robert, I’m a leader of my people,” replied Sadar in a strong voice. “I give them hope and I do not lie to them like your Admiral Pearson lies to you. Now, since we both now know who I am, do you know who you really are? How much evidence do you need before you believe that Joe is not a traitor?” 
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    TASK FORCE 99 
 
      
 
      
 
    “All ships,” announced Ensign Brock over the radio. “Correction to my last, ninety-nine ships, this is Captain Brock on . . . um . . . on Ship One, report in on mission COM when ready.” 
 
    “Captain Holdermen here on Scrapyard Two. I see you already promoted yourself. Set a new record, don’t you think!” said Mac. 
 
    “Captain Holdermen, we’re all captains for this trip. I’m sure Commander Devlin will agree. Oh, I like the callsign. Ninety-nine ships, Scrapyard is our callsign. Your number will be assigned when you check-in.” 
 
    “Well then, Captain Brock, how about a task force name?” suggested Mac, putting Brock on the spot. 
 
    Brock was filling some big shoes, but it would not be the first time an Ensign led from the front. During a few Tri-Sun War battles, several Ensigns took the initiative resulting in heroic actions. One of those had been Commodore Devlin and Mac so many years ago. 
 
    Commander Devlin was the next to check-in. “This is the Mission Commander checking in,” said Commander Devlin. 
 
    “Yes, I have you five by five,” replied Ensign Brock. “We have ninety-eight ships currently in the comm network. You would be Scrapyard Ninety-nine.” 
 
    “Well Captain Brock, thanks. Been listening to the coms from the beginning. Great initiative, but I’ll take on Task Force Commander as Scrapyard Ninety-nine, Task Force Ninety-nine. Since you’re using the common ninety-nine callsign to mean all ships on the mission communication, Task Force Ninety-nine will stand for all together.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, Commodore Devlin,” replied Captain Brock. Commander Devlin was now the impromptu commodore for the task force. 
 
    Commodore Devlin pressed the COM switch again. “Break, break,” he said, which meant he had a change in topic. He held down the COM switch, leaving the microphone open while he looked out his view screen at the rag-tag group of ships he now controlled. This was the moment of no turning back. His next action would be traitorous as he set forth on a mission thought up by two kids and one Ensign. 
 
    The Commodore slowly exhaled, which was heard by all the ship captains on the coms. He sensed what they were feeling, so it was as if each one of them was taking a deep breath in return. 
 
    “Task Force 99, this is Commodore Devlin. We are about to start a journey down a path that seems impossible to complete on your own, but as our task force name implies, it’s all of us, and together we will get in and back out. On takeoff from here, if a ship gets into trouble, the rest of the task force are to keep moving to the jump point and meet at the designated location outside of Huldra. Captain Holdermen will stay behind to pick up the stragglers. At Huldra, we are to rescue the Tourian descendants from the Grax and jump back to the rendezvous point. 
 
    Now, we have been in tough spots before or you wouldn’t trust my leadership, so no person is to be left behind.” Commadore Devlin continued, “Remember, timing is everything, so it’s important that we successfully infiltrate under both the Grax and ISF’s noses. Standby for mission orders to be transmitted. Task Force 99 Commander, over.” 
 
    A control button flashed white on Commodore Devlin’s flight console. He was not sure what it was for. When he pressed the button, it turned steady white with a corresponding static noise before the computer system tuned it out. It was a communication frequency. 
 
    “Commodore, Scrapyard forty-two,” said a young voice over the channel. 
 
    Delvin recognized her voice. It was Lieutenant Sara Vince, one of the flight-leads from his last command squadron. She was easy to remember since she towered over everyone else in the room at six foot eight inches. The height gave her a commanding presence among her troops, which made her a useful officer to have on his team. All you would hear was yes ma’am as they looked up at her. However, she was a gentle giant among her troops, which earned her their respect in return. 
 
    Commodore Devlin laughed as he thought, yet another Captain. All his pilots had jumped in status from among the lowest ranks to highest. 
 
    “Yes, Captain Vince,” said Commodore Devlin in a commanding voice before switching to a warmer one, then adding, “Sara.” 
 
    “Sir, I send you my greetings. Took me a little time to figure out these ancient COM systems to find a private channel,” replied Sara. 
 
    “Sara, I figure if anyone could, you would.” 
 
    “Sir, thanks, but I have a concern about the mission. I hope this is not outside the regulations because I think we threw those out on our way here,” said Sara. 
 
    “Yes, yes we did,” he replied in a half-joking half-serious tone. “Go ahead, let it rip.” 
 
    “Commodore, how will we be able to see the ISF ships with their new cloaking upgrades? They’ll be able to fire while masked.” 
 
    “Sara, spot on. You see, initially the Admiral’s ships will be able to fire while cloaked, to make sure they pass the operational tests. I have been assured by one of our friends that this will not be the case once they start the attack against Huldra.” 
 
    “Won’t that put our ISF comrades at risk against the Grax?” asked Sara. 
 
    “That would normally be true, Sara. However, the Grax have not recovered from the last battle. Plus, the latest ISF intel is that their star is very unstable, and it won’t last through the next cycle. Reports have over half their assets at a secondary location away from Huldra. The question is, what will Admiral Pearson do to the Grax? Nevertheless, Sara, in my transmitted orders, you will see that I have a plan to protect everyone,” said the Commodore, emphasizing the last word. “That means us, the ISF, the Tourians, and even the Grax. It’s a dangerous move but I don’t see any other way out.” 
 
    “The Grax?” Sara spoke incredulously. “For sure they are the enemy.” 
 
    “Sara, I believe they just need a place to live due to the unstable star. Besides, this Boy God, Sadar, assures me many of the Grax are against the war than we first thought. The plans give the details, but it’s still a shot in the dark.” 
 
    “Thank you, Commodore. I look forward to reviewing the plan.” 
 
    “No, thank you Sara, for risking everything and your career. The Tourians have been punished enough. Who would have ever thought after the Tri-Sun War we would be united with an enemy! But what the Grax and Admiral have done is wrong. I believe in our mission.” 
 
    “Yes sir, we all do. Scrapyard Forty-two out,” said Sara. 
 
    “Commodore out,” replied Commodore Devlin. Then he turned the main COM volume back to normal, seeing it flash again on the panel. 
 
     “Commodore Devlin, Task Force Ninety-nine is ready to depart,” reported Captain Brock. 
 
    “Very well,” replied Commodore Devlin. “Launch as per orders and dispatch all directives to Task Force Ninety-nine once in route.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Commander Hoxha, secure message from Admiral Pearson,” said his Communication Officer. 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Hoxha promptly opened the message in his command chair. His head popped up after reading it. “Tactical Officer!” 
 
    “Yes sir!” replied the TAC-O. 
 
    “We have orders! The freighter is to be destroyed. They’re all traitors. Launch all fighters and you have permission for Weapons Loose from the station.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir,” replied the TAC-O. 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Hoxha was irritated that traitors had gotten the better of him. Yet, a freighter would be an easy target. He had not taken this duty in the middle of nowhere to let someone make him look like a fool. He wondered why a renowned Commander would change sides. Something was not right, but the order had been issued, and nothing was going to get in his way to earning full Commander. 
 
    “Officer-of-the-Deck, bring up the freighter on the forward screen,” ordered Lieutenant Commander Hoxha. 
 
    The screen lit up with a view of Fandor, but Lieutenant Commander Hoxha did not just see one ship. He saw various and numerous types of vessels coming up off the surface. 
 
    “TAC-O, what exactly am I seeing?” requested Lieutenant Commander Hoxha. 
 
    “Sir, they seem to be Tourian transport ships, ninety-nine of them. No major armament. Standby, sir.” He pushed a few buttons to run a detailed scan. “They are empty, I think. Ancient, too!” 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Hoxha leaned forward in his command chair, then stood up on his feet, assessing the situation. He was not panicked. Rather, he was determined to teach the traitors a lesson. “Are they armed?” 
 
    “Yes, but nothing that could do damage to this station with its improved shields,” replied the TAC-O. 
 
     “How many can we lock onto at once with firing solutions?” asked Lieutenant Commander Hoxha. 
 
    “Sir, only ten. The flighters can target another eight, but they are limited on the damage they can do to the larger ships,” replied the TAC-O. 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Hoxha stepped forward and away from his command chair, looking over the scene. “TAC-O, rescind my weapons free order.” 
 
    He studied the situation. The ships were merging, almost in overlapping formations. “What are they doing,” said Lieutenant Commander Hoxha, barely audible over his breath. Then it hit him, they were trying to confuse the station’s targeting system. He was in a fight with traitors who knew his station’s weaknesses, something he had never trained for in simulations. The Lieutenant Commander was aware of Commander Devlin’s exploits, but this maneuver was impressive. 
 
    “TAC-O, lock onto the ships farthest apart before they overlap. Let me know when you have locks. Then fire on my command.” 
 
    “Sir, I’m having problems with targeting!” replied the TAC-O. 
 
    “Of course, you are!” replied Lieutenant Commander Hoxha. 
 
    “Sir?” questioned the TAC-O, confused. 
 
    “COM, give me a private line with our squadron’s mission commander when able. And, for crying out loud, open a COM channel with those vessels. I have a one-way message,” said Lieutenant Commander Hoxha. 
 
    “Sir, channel open,” replied the COM Officer. 
 
    “All vessels launching from Fandor, this is the Space Station Janus. You are in violation of . . .” Lieutenant Commander Hoxha stopped mid-sentence, remembering what the admiral had ordered, and it wasn’t a two-way conversation. “You are about to be destroyed, out!” However, before the channel was closed, a response came back. 
 
    “This is Commodore Devlin of Task Force Ninety-nine. In violation of what?” 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Hoxha did not respond, but also did not close the communication channel. 
 
    Commodore Devlin continued, “Did Admiral Pearson send you private orders to destroy us, your own people, instead of talking? I assure you we have not powered up our weapons and I’m only on a peaceful rescue mission. We will not fire upon you period!”  
 
    Lieutenant Commander Hoxha was surprised by what he was hearing. Devlin was an ISF hero with no equal, and now he was head-to-head with him. However, Admiral Pearson’s orders said not to communicate with the traitors under penalty of court-martial. He had already technically broken that order. But he would deal with that later, without adding more to the error. 
 
    Commodore Devlin was not finished trying to break through to the Station Commander. “Haven’t you wondered why all Tourians are missing from their planet!” 
 
    “Sir, are you going to respond?” asked the COM Officer. “Or should I kill the coms with them?” 
 
    It was against his orders. He did not close the communication channel and did not respond to the COM Officer. 
 
    “Sir?” repeated the COM Officer. After a few moments, he added, “Incoming communication from Viper’s Mission Commander, Lieutenant Wun.” 
 
    “Patch him through,” said Lieutenant Commander Hoxha. 
 
    “Sir, Mission Commander reporting as ordered.” 
 
    “Lieutenant, get in close and target those ships. They’re masking from us and confusing our targeting systems with overlays.” 
 
    “Sir, we only have seven fighters, one down for maintenance and that’s . . . a lot of vessels. Their armament may be old, but it’s still effective.” 
 
    “You have your orders!” commanded Lieutenant Commander Hoxha. 
 
    “Sir, their weapons aren’t even powered up,” retorted Wun. 
 
    “Follow your orders, Lieutenant,” repeated Lieutenant Commander Hoxha. Was this the burden of command, he thought to himself. “Fire when you have the solution. Station Janus out.” 
 
    The ships were getting larger on the view screen. 
 
    “TAC-O, what are you waiting for?” yelled Lieutenant Commander Hoxha. “Fire on the closest vessels by targeting the five largest and closest ships, then spread the last five among the others. Can’t have them thinking we’re unable to target them all.” 
 
    The atmosphere lit up as lasers spread out. Lieutenants Wun’s fighter mixed in between the ships, yet no of the Tourian vessels returned fire. 
 
    Commodore Devlin pushed further on the Station Commander, trying to prove his case. “Well, Lieutenant Commander Hoxha, you now have proof. We are not firing back. You can stop this now and join us.” 
 
    Once again, Hoxha didn’t respond. 
 
    “TAC-O, identify his ship, and destroy it,” said Lieutenant Commander Hoxha. 
 
    “Lieutenant Commander Hoxha,” continued Commodore Devlin, with the noise of cannon fire hitting his ship in the background, making it hard to hear what he was saying. But his voice was perfectly calm as he talked since he was more than a seasoned combat veteran. “You see, the Tourians have been taken as slaves on the planet Huldra. You have your proof below. What do you personally think? That the Tourians would just leave by themselves after we couldn’t remove them in the Tri-sun War? This is their home and it’s sacred. You know their history. The Grax deceived them, and now they’re enslaved on Huldra. Join us with the rescue mission.” 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Hoxha sat back in his chair. “Target that vessel with all our weapons.” 
 
    “But sir, that will leave the other ships free to leave,” replied the TAC-O. 
 
    “TAC-O, you have your orders!” 
 
    All weapons fired upon Devlin’s ship while the rest of the ships made their jumps into hyperspace. Lieutenant Wun’s fighters seem to be missing their targets instead of drawing fire from the station sensors, which could not keep lock due to the fighters crossing paths with Devlin’s ships. 
 
    “Lieutenant Wun,” said Lieutenant Commander Hoxha. 
 
    “Sir, I’m in a battle right now,” replied Wun. 
 
    “Yes, I can see that. Looks like your firing solutions are very accurate. You want to get into this fight.” 
 
    “No, not really, Sir, out!” The COM channel closed. 
 
    “COM Officer, get him back on. TAC-O, standby to target our fighters,” ordered Lieutenant Commander Hoxha 
 
    “Sir?” asked the TAC-O in total surprise. “They’re ours.” 
 
    Lieutenant Wun’s star fighter disappeared behind the Commodore’s ship as Devlin’s command vessel broke up and exploded. However, the last Tourian vessel safely jumped into hyperspace without any further damage. 
 
    “TAC-O, arrest Lieutenant Wun when she returns . . . and put her crew into hack until we find out what happened. 
 
    “Sir, they’re all gone,” said the COM Officer. 
 
    “What do you mean gone?” said Lieutenant Commander Hoxha. 
 
    “I mean they have disappeared,” said the COM Officer. 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Hoxha sat back in his chair. “Did we destroy Devlin’s ship at least?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” replied the TAC-O. 
 
    “Survivors?” asked Lieutenant Commander Hoxha 
 
    “Nothing on our sensors, sir!” reported the TAC-O. 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Hoxha sighed in frustration, then walked off the bridge to report to the Admiral. Hoxha saw his future promotion to full commander explode with the single ship.
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    IT MUST BE MINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Free the slaves, he said,” shouted Admiral Pearson before lowering his voice to a normal volume. “Called himself a Commodore, too! This whole Devlin family is full of traitors and yet people call them heroes. Total insanity!” 
 
    “It was actually ‘rescue the slaves’ from the transcript,” said Commander Johnson. 
 
    “Are there anymore Devlins in the ISF?” asked Admiral Pearson. 
 
    “Yes, Lieutenant Emilie Devlin,” replied Commander Johnson. 
 
    “And have we arrested her yet?” asked the Admiral. 
 
    “—Admiral—what for?” asked Commander Johnson. 
 
    “Are you kidding me,” retorted the admiral. “Treason, of course!” 
 
    “Admiral, um . . . ah . . . she has done nothing,” replied Commander Johnson. 
 
    “I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that Commander,” said Admiral Pearson angrily. “She’s a Devlin. Traitors run in the family. Issue an order out for her arrest at once.” 
 
    “Admiral, is that warranted? Or even legal?” questioned Commander Johnson. 
 
    “So, let me help you this one last time. Are you ready for it! Commander, you’re my aide, not my Space lawyer. Besides . . . when underway on a ship in Space—I’m the law,” said Admiral Pearson angrily. 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir,” replied Commander Johnson. “I’ll get right on it.” He turned and left the admiral’s stateroom. 
 
    “Coms,” said the admiral after pressing the bridge communication button. 
 
    “Yes, Admiral,” replied the COM Officer. 
 
    “Get Captain Strata on the interstellar coms,” said the admiral. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Admiral Pearson’s communication light hummed as it flashed with an incoming call. He had waited a quarter solar day for a reply to his request and was annoyed. The admiral jabbed at the button, opening the channel, “Captain Strata! It’s about time.” 
 
    “Yes Admiral,” replied the captain. He was not looking forward to their chat. It was usually more of a one-way conversation once the Admiral got upset. And he already seemed to be in that state of mind. 
 
    “Things are coming apart at the seams in my plan to eliminate the Grax. Apparently, Commander Devlin—excuse me!” said the Admiral, his voice full of disdain. “I mean the self-appointed Commodore Devlin has his own fleet of Tourian ships. Ninety-nine to be exact. Strike that—ninety-eight, one was destroyed in battle with the Space Station Janus and that one was our freighter. So, if Devlin survived, you are to destroy him and his coconspirators without prejudice.” 
 
    “Sir, do we have a position of movement?” asked Captain Strata. 
 
    “Heading directly to Huldra to aid the Tourians,” replied Admiral Pearson. 
 
    “The report filed from Station Janus’ Commanding Officer said the task force had only ancient transport ships. If so, I can easily intercept them before Huldra, Admiral,” said Captain Strata. “They are no match for our ships.” 
 
    “No, wait until they leave the planet and only after,” ordered Admiral Pearson. 
 
    “Admiral, the Devlin boy reported Tourian slaves in the mines on Huldra when he was rescued during our last battle with the Grax. If it’s true that this is a rescue attempt, then you’re talking about a high probability of Tourian refugees being onboard when launching from the surface. Let me intercept them before they even have a chance to land.” 
 
    “Captain, you have your orders,” repeated the admiral. 
 
    “Sir, I must protest. Let me observe first to verify that no refugees are onboard,” said Captain Strata. “I can capture the ships and then assess the situation with Commodore Devlin.” 
 
    “Self-appointed Commodore!” bellowed Admiral Pearson. “It’s like an acting commanding officer: all the responsibility but no credit. And I’m not giving him any, Captain, ever! Let me make this clear! You will assume the transports are empty upon liftoff from Huldra and fix this problem. Now if you can’t follow orders, then another more competent officer will be appointed, while you head home for good.” 
 
    Captain Strata had worked with a lot of admirals of his thirty cycles in the service, but Admiral Pearson was beyond reproach. “And as for the Grax stepping in once I start the attack?” probed Captain Strata as if he missed Admiral Pearson’s threat. 
 
    “The Grax will be handled by me and no one else. You let me worry about that,” retorted the admiral. “You have your orders!” 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir,” acknowledged Captain Strata.  
 
    Admiral Pearson stopped the COM transmission, finally happy with Captain Strata’s response. Then he turned his attention to his tactical map and his planned final battle with the Grax. He pressed the Navigator’s COM button. 
 
    “Yes Admiral,” replied the navigation officer. 
 
    “Nav, move our battle plans forward. We’re moving out at once,” said Admiral Pearson. 
 
    “Sir, we haven’t operationally tested our weapon systems after completing the cloak retrofits,” replied the Navigation Officer. 
 
    “We’ll test-fire it on the Grax. Prepare to get underway?” asked Admiral Pearson. 
 
    “Sir, is that wise for a new system?” stressed the Nav Officer. “There are always issues in operational testing and this would be in the heat of battle with the Grax, who still have superior technology in many areas.” 
 
    “Enough with this,” retorted the Admiral. He knew the Navigation Officer’s assessment was tactically correct, but he was running out of time. Besides, if the Devlins were planning to rescue the Tourians, he needed to be there to ensure Captain Strata did not stray from his orders or get credit if the Grax stepped in. 
 
    This was the moment the Admiral had been waiting for. He would finish the Grax in a decisive battle after the Tourians had been eliminated. And all while showing that the Devlins had betrayed the ISF and Bandor. He would take his place in history as the champion, but this would only be the beginning of his ambitions. 
 
    “The Grax are finished,” said Admiral Pearson. “Their station was torn in half from the . . .” He stopped mid-sentence. It was the Devlins’ doing, but that wasn’t what he reported to headquarters. Instead, he had taken credit for it in his After-Action Report. 
 
    After clearing his throat, the Admiral continued, “The Grax are in no way able to respond to overwhelming force. Half the Grax ships have evacuated from their system and the rest are damaged from the last battle with us. We leave immediately. Admiral out.” 
 
    Admiral Pearson sat back in his stateroom chair and exhaled deeply. His left arm was throbbing with pain that felt like the onset of a heart attack, but he knew the familiar pain was from anxiety. He focused, taking several deep breaths, slowing his heart rate while his thoughts focused on the plan. 
 
    Soon his planning would pay off, and his name alone would be written in the history books as the hero. He had sat on the sidelines too long while other commanders had taken credit in past campaigns that he had planned. 
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    FROM COLD TO FIRE  
 
      
 
    Sadar shivered as he looked for any signs of Joe’s return from outside. The Tourians had bunched up as far down the tunnel as they could, sharing each other’s body heat by nestling together. The storm had gotten worse, making it impossible to see more than an arm’s length through the blizzard. 
 
    “Robert, you look warm,” said Sadar sarcastically. 
 
    “Yes—oh, aren’t you supposed to be the nice one?” Robert returned the sarcasm. 
 
    “There are children who could use your suit,” said Sadar. 
 
    “Look, I didn’t ask to come along on this trip,” replied Robert. 
 
    “But you’re here,” said Sadar. “Fate called upon you to help my people . . . and now you understand our cause.” 
 
    I’m not a traitor like you and Joe,” replied Robert tersely. 
 
    “Surely you don’t think we’re traitors anymore. Besides, theoretically, I cannot be a traitor to you. Remember, I am still your enemy so we need to be a on the same side before I can betray you,” rebutted Sadar, but he smiled to lighten the tone. “Besides, you can see my people are suffering?” 
 
    Sadar’s words made Robert reflect upon the situation. A lot of things had occurred since he had run into the bottom of Sadar’s ship. Joe’s actions were humanitarian in nature, instead of being treacherous. His deeds could be summed up as good initiative but bad judgment. However, it was not Robert’s duty as a police officer to decide right from wrong. His job was to arrest, and he would do that once he had the right opportunity. Then the courts would sort things out. 
 
    Robert stood and removed his suit, then handed it to a young boy and his family. It did not take long before Robert felt the bitter cold, making him feel more remorseful that he had not done it earlier.  
 
    Sadar smiled at Robert, acknowledging his kind act. 
 
    “My Lord, I’m not sure of how much longer our people can handle the cold,” said Aazar. 
 
    “Yes, I’m concerned about it too. Make sure we are rotating the ones from the warmer end of the tunnel continuously.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Sadar, I’ . . . mmm . . . freezing. I’m having a hard time feeling my limbs,” said Robert, whose teeth rattled together as he spoke. 
 
    “Joe will be back,” said Sadar. “I just need more time.” 
 
    “Let’s face it . . . he’s gone without a suit. I can’t believe you didn’t understand the danger. You sent him to his death relying on a myth,” said Robert. “You’re just kids.” 
 
    “Have faith, Robert! Even kids can surprise people,” stated Sadar. 
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    FIRST CONTACT 
 
      
 
    Two of the fighters from Space Station Janus had already landed covertly in the Scrapyard Ninety-nine’s cargo bay. They evacuated the Captain and the First Mate, unbeknownst to Lieutenant Commander Hoxha. Commodore Devlin had stayed behind to distract him from seeing what was happening. Plan A had not survived first contact with the enemy, and Plan B was about to meet the same fate. Timing had become everything. 
 
    “Commodore, you must evac now. The ship is taking too much fire from the station,” said Lieutenant Wun. She was concerned they would not have enough time to lift off. 
 
    The ship rocked and buffeted from unremitting shots from the space station. Commodore Devlin had moved to the emergency conning bridge at the start of the battle, just before the destruction of the old command Only the cargo holds remained, with their meter-thick titanium walls, which now also served as defensive shields. Devlin wanted to delay the evacuation to allow all his ships to escape into hyperspace unharmed. 
 
    The space station’s cannons continued to pepper Devlin’s command ship, attempting to punch holes through the titanium walls. Despite the thickness, the cannon fire was making quick work of turning the holds into swiss cheese. 
 
    “Commodore Devlin, it’s an honor to work with you again,” said Lieutenant Wun over the radio. “Though, when you said some ships, I wasn’t expecting so many. If you don’t leave now, your new task force will miss its leader.” 
 
    To Lieutenant Wun’s starboard side, a door opened up on the hold to reveal Commodore Devlin in a spacesuit. With the large hole already punched through the door from incoming station fire, he could have easily stepped through instead of opening it. 
 
    The empty rear canopy, which usually enclosed Lieutenant Wun’s navigator, was now open and Commodore Devlin occupied the seat. Without a word, Wun launched from the freighter, not a micro-cycle too soon. As the ship flew forward, it was fully engulfed with fire as Scrapyard Ninety-nine broke apart from the explosion. Her fighter barely escaped the blunt of the blast, receiving only light damage due to its superb combat shielding. 
 
    Lieutenant Wun instantaneously made the hyperjump while partially still in the flames of the explosion. Instead of the usual star streaks of the entry, the whole canopy was filled with yellow and red flames before returning to its normal appearance. 
 
    Commodore Devlin had watched as his best friend’s ship exploded. He knew Mac would never let him live that down—if he survived to tell Mac. He just hoped that Mac had jumped before seeing his pride and joy become star dust. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Of all the ships in the Commodore’s Task Force, the Scrapyard One now had a new squadron of seven fighters and a crew of four to run the vessel and its systems. It gave the transport a feeling of a quasi-combat ship. However, Brock remained as the captain, bypassing the normal chain of command. This allowed Devlin to focus on more important matters of running the fleet. 
 
    “Thanks Lieutenant Wun. I would have been a goner if you didn’t draw fire from my front shields. Your boss seemed very determined,” replied Commodore Devlin. 
 
    “Yes, sir. He’s a good guy who just doesn’t have the experience to know when he sees a wrong order. I know you are not a traitor, and I’m glad I was able to help. But to be honest, you had me worried for a moment as things quickly fell apart.” 
 
    “It was a good thing that I remembered where your last set of orders were to,” said Commodore Devlin. 
 
    “Good thing you wrote them, too!” said Lieutenant Wun with a smile on her face. 
 
    “By the way, Lieutenant, what ever happened to the eighth Star Fighter?” asked Commodore Devlin. 
 
    “Oh, he’s sleeping in his bed. Let’s just say . . . totally knocked out.” Lieutenant Wun added, “I couldn’t have him messing up our plan since he did not agree with the situation.” 
 
    Lieutenant Wun was a very fit officer, and her strength was no exception. She had taken boxing in the Academy, a mandatory course, and liked it so much she had joined it as a sport. Her jab and right hook combo had become legendary, as she had knocked out several of her sparring partners in practice. She ended up fighting in the lightweight male category and became the lightweight boxing champion. 
 
    “Yes, without a doubt. Now there is something I need you to do for me when we get to Huldra. Are you willing to put yourself in danger again?” said the Commodore. It was a rhetorical question, but he wanted to give her the choice, regardless. 
 
    “Without any hesitation, Commodore,” Lieutenant Wun said confidently. 
 
    “Good, because this one is a doozy,” responded the Commodore. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The task force’s ships popped out of hyperspace, one after another, quickly filling up the area on the backside of the planet Huldra. With reports of half the Grax’s ships evacuated due to their star’s instability, it was unlikely that the Task Force Ninety-nine would run into any patrols. However, no plan ever survives first contact with the enemy, which had been proven in their last battle. 
 
    “Commodore Devlin, this is Captain Strata of the ISF Asteria,” said the voice over an unsecured COM. The transmission could be intercepted by the Grax, but was unlikely, as the Grax had a smaller footprint in the area. 
 
    “Captain Brock, verify the location of that transmission,” said Commodore Devlin. He had not expected the ISF to be in the area since their battle plans were still several solar days away. Commander Johnson had assured him of that, but he worked for an unpredictable admiral, who was coming unglued at the seams of his sanity. 
 
    “Trying to verify,” replied Captain Brock. He turned to his new shipmate, Vince Tout, who peered dumbfounded, pressing what looked like random buttons at the controls of the ancient ship. They barely knew how to fly the Tourian ship, let alone use ancient and unfamiliar sensors to find a cloaked vessel. 
 
    “Commodore Devlin, ISF Asteria,” said Captain Strata. “If you are trying to verify our location, I assure you I’m in position to destroy all your ships at my command. So it would be to your benefit to contact me over ISF secure coms. Before it’s too late.” 
 
    “Vince,” said Commodore Devlin bypassing Brock. “Do we have a fix?” 
 
    Vince, who had only briefly captained Scrapyard Ninety-nine for the Commodore before to its unwelcomed demise, was a very short man, aged twenty-eight cycles. He had very broad shoulders and had been a chief engineering officer, the rank of Lieutenant. Recently discharged from the ISF, he was still current as the day he had left. 
 
    At only a meter and a half in height, Vince was having a hard time seeing over the control console. He had been a brilliant ISF officer, but he felt the ISF was holding him back from his true ambitions. What made him indispensable to the mission was that he had previously led the ISF operational cloaking program, so he was the top expert of the technology 
 
    “No sir,” replied Vince. “If it is the ISF Asteria, it will be impossible to trace. I helped design that ship’s systems, but cannot do anything without the decloaking code. The ships use the code to link their locations and without it, we’re blind until they fire their weapons. And, I must add, very large weapons at that!” 
 
    Since all the other ships on his task force had only a Captain and a single crew member to help with the operations, the mission had grossly undermanned crews. They needed every transport, so it was worth the risk. The plan was to use the Tourians after the rescue to fill in the crew for general ship tasks, but they had to get to that point first. 
 
    Now, they had an unknown number of cloaked ISF warships blocking their path. The situation made Commodore Devlin’s stomach churn, especially knowing that his son was down on the planet, his fate unknown. 
 
    “Brock?” questioned Commodore Devlin. 
 
    “Nothing I can do,” he replied, defeated. 
 
    “Vince?” added Commodore Devlin. 
 
    Vince shook his head no. 
 
    Commodore Devlin turned to look over his task force, with its ships spread out and vulnerable to attack. The cloak gave the ISF an advantage that could cost him a third of his ships just entering the atmosphere of Huldra, and the rest upon departure when they would be grossly overloaded with Tourians. 
 
    “Scrapyard Forty-two,” radioed Commodore Devlin on secure coms. 
 
    “Yes, Commodore,” replied Sara. 
 
    “Have you reviewed your contingency order?” asked Commodore Devlin. 
 
    “Yes,” replied Sara. 
 
    “Prepare to execute,” ordered Commodore Devlin. 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir,” answer Sara. She and four other transports were the first wave to draw fire while the other ships started their rescue. It was a suicide mission and once the first wave failed, the next would take its place, resulting in the loss of needed transports. 
 
    “Be ready for when I talk to Captain Strata,” said Commodore Devlin. “Sara, even if the ISF Asteria is here by itself, you will have only a small chance. These vessels are too old and obviously under-manned to fight. I wish you luck!” 
 
    “Understood Commodore. I’m standing by,” responded Sara. But she had one trick up her sleeve. Her cargo bay was filled with ion crystals that she had chosen not to dump. Now, she planned to use them if the time came. Ion crystals were a sensor nightmare if spread out around a ship, but had the same effect in return. This would be a last resort. 
 
    “Commodore Devlin,” Captain Strata interrupted unknowingly. He had become impatient with the delay. “It seems we have a problem here.” 
 
    “How do I know you’re here?” replied Commodore Devlin. “You could be using a relay station for all I know.” 
 
    “True, but out of good faith,” said Captain Strata as the ISF Asteria uncloaked. The vessel was a Battle Cruiser armed with weapons that could shred his vessel without much effort. 
 
    “Now, Commodore Devlin, as I have accommodated your new rank and given you the respect associated with it, I’m not here to play games. Your reputation precedes you and there hasn’t been a finer officer in the ISF. But to be a traitor? I just can’t understand. So, because of your accomplishments I will afford you a few micro-cycle of time to explain your current actions.” 
 
    “Captain Strata, I appreciate the break. I’m sure you are aware of the Tourian slaves in the mines?” 
 
    “Yes, I have heard of the intel reports,” acknowledged Captain Strata. 
 
    “Well, I’m going to free them,” replied Commodore Devlin. 
 
    “I know your transports are empty, but I don’t intend to let you fill them with anything or anyone,” said Captain Strata. “Now, since I am already in violation of my order from Admiral Pearson, let’s get to the real reason.” Why are the Tourians of importance to you?” 
 
    “Captained Strata, you heard about the Book of Bulla?” 
 
    “Yes, continue,” answered the captain. 
 
    “Well, it’s true. The Black Medallion and Chief Bandor. The Tourians are also our ancestors,” said Commodore Devlin. 
 
    “Do you have proof, Commodore?” 
 
    “Yes. Their Boy God, Sadar Tourian, is alive. I took a sample of his DNA,” replied Commodore Devlin.  
 
    “Transmit!” said Captain Strata. “Without delay.” 
 
    “Yes, standby,” said Commodore Devlin giving Captain Brock the signal. 
 
    “Received. Do not move your vessel while I have my crew look the data over, understood?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Commodore, it’s been a while,” said Captain Brock. “The longer we wait, the more likely the Grax will discover us.” 
 
    ISF Asteria had recloaked while they were looking over the data. Task Force Ninety-nine had no idea if the ship had moved from its last position. 
 
    “Commodore Devlin,” said Captain Strata. He uncloaked the ship, which had not moved from its earlier position. 
 
    “Yes Captain. Have you verified the data?” 
 
    “Yes, but I have a problem here,” said Captain Strata. “Your DNA is proof enough, but why not go through the proper ISF channels with this evidence?” 
 
    “Because Admiral Pearson already knows all of this and is trying to hide it from the Bandor citizens,” responded Commodore Devlin. 
 
    Captain Strata was not surprised at this allegation. He already had seen proof of it with his own interaction with the admiral. However, his crew knew of their intended mission, and convincing them otherwise would take time. 
 
    “Commodore, you may proceed with your mission on one condition,” said Captain Strata. 
 
    “That is?” asked Commodore Devlin. 
 
    “That you surrender your task force to me upon your rescue and return from planet Huldra,” said Captain Strata. 
 
    Commodore Devlin knew he did not have a choice. He had planned to return the Tourians to their home planet, but that would be impossible with the ISF Asteria’s firepower. There just was not a way out. At least the Tourians would be safe. 
 
    “Yes, I agree to your terms,” answered Commodore Devlin. 
 
    “Very well—Commodore, you’re free to proceed with your endeavor,” said Captain Strata. “And Devlin, I respect what you’re trying to accomplish here, and I believe you’re still a fine officer. However, I also think you may have easily misplaced your honor . . . but through courageous actions, your character may still endure. It will be hard to accept your surrender, but under current circumstances, you understand!” 
 
    “Yes Captain, thanks for the assistance. Sometimes hard choices must be made on both sides,” said Commodore Devlin. 
 
    Devlin turned to his ship’s external viewscreen, proud to see his fleet before him. It was a ragtag group of vessels, but as the Captain Strata has said, he was their commodore. “Task Force Ninety-nine, execute Operation Liberation. It’s time to bring our people home.” That was a revitalizing order, one that could lead both Tourians and Bandorians down a uniting path. He put aside the impending surrender for the moment. 
 
    The task force moved quickly, with only a few ships left to begin their descent to the surface, including Scrapyard One. 
 
    “Commodore Devlin,” spoke Captain Strata. “There are multiple enemy contacts inbound to our position. Looks like the Grax are aware of us after all.” 
 
    “I see them,” replied Commodore Devlin. 
 
     But before Commodore Devlin could say more, Captain Strata added, “But don’t you worry about them. Just stick to our agreement and I’ll handle the situation. But don’t take a vacation when you’re on the surface. I’m sure they called the mother ship home by now.”
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    SACRIFICE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Robert’s tears distorted his vision as they partially froze in the extreme cold. He had given a Tourian family his winter suit as a small gesture of his empathy for their plight. Though, it was hardly any measurable relief for their overall misery from both the cold and the foregoing tribulations with the Grax. Still, even the least compassionate individual would have felt sympathy for the Tourians’ plight, and Robert was no exception. 
 
    From the cave’s tunnel came the Tourians’ cries of anguish and pain as they and their rescue team tried to keep warm. All were growing weaker by the moment, and now Robert had become intertwined with them, unable to fight off the cold as life slowly drained from his body. 
 
    Aazar came running up from the bottom of the tunnel, almost tripping on several groups of Tourians huddled together for warmth. “My Lord, we can hear digging from the other end of the cave-in. I believe the Grax are trying to reach us. What should we do?” 
 
    “Aazar,” Sadar replied, “We do nothing but wait and hope . . .,” Sadar paused, “. . . and Joe.” 
 
    “Yes . . . maybe Joe can . . . save us,” Robert struggled to speak as his breathing grew labored and shallow. Robert’s eyes closed. He was dying. 
 
    “Robert!” shouted Sadar, realizing that Robert was losing consciousness from the cold. “Aazar, hurry, use your body heat to help warm him.” 
 
    Sadar thought the situation was becoming hopeless. It had been a while since Joe left and Sadar could see no physical signs of his friend’s return. A number of bad things could have happened to Joe. It would only take one accidental step, or worse, a fall into a crevasse to knock the medallion off, leaving Joe alone and helpless in a blizzard. But Sadar had to trust in the Black Medallion, and Joe. There was no other way. 
 
    Robert again opened his eyes and, with his remaining strength pointed, “Look,” he uttered softly. Robert’s body went limp as he died. 
 
    Sadar turned in the direction of Robert’s gesture to see a dark outline of a figure entering the cave through the blowing snow. Sadar blinked hard once, then twice more, trying to better focus his eyes. But the dark figure doubled then doubled again before Sadar could make out that the dark figures were several people. “Joe . . . he’s alive!” 
 
    “What did you say, my Lord?” asked Aazar, but then he saw Joe appear from the snow, followed by a large group of people, carrying blankets and supplies. 
 
    “I’m happy to see you, Joe,” Sadar called out joyfully. 
 
    “The same my friend! Now, let’s get your people warmed and onto the ships as soon as possible,” prompted Joe, not wanting to lose any more time. 
 
    “You bet,” said Sadar. “And I’m still happy to see that you’re still breathing.” 
 
    “We have ISF and Grax welcoming parties to deal with when we get back into Space,” said Joe. “I’ll fill you in soon.” 
 
    Joe looked into Sadar’s eyes and touched the Black medallion. “Trust,” said Joe. “Now let’s get our people out of here.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Sadar. “Our people!” 
 
    “Robert,” started Joe with a smile on his face that quickly faded away once he saw the lifeless body. 
 
    “Joe, it’s too late for him,” said Sadar sadly. 
 
    “Joe,” said Augie internally. “I detect a deceased body near you. I believe it’s Robert.” 
 
    “Yes, I can see that, Augie. But thanks anyway,” said Joe. He looked downward at Robert lying on the ground, his skin pale and devoid of life. “Gone?” asked Joe. 
 
    Aazar put a hand on Joe’s shoulder. “Robert gave his suit away, Joe. He did the right thing. You two seem to be more similar after all.” 
 
    Joe knelt beside Robert; whose skin was cold to the touch. Joe had not expected this. Then it came to him. He removed the medallion from his own neck and quickly placed it around Robert’s. 
 
    The results were immediate. Robert’s blood flowed with warmth and color returned to his skin as he took a single breath, followed by more. Once Robert was breathing evenly, he opened his eyes to the sight of Joe looking down on him. 
 
    Joe smiled. “Robert, how are you feeling?” he asked. “I thought we lost you.” 
 
    “Wonderful . . . just wonderful!” replied Robert. “You came back and this medallion . . . wow, it’s powerful.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you for giving your suit to our people,” replied Joe. “I see you had made your own personal sacrifice.” 
 
    Robert nodded. “Yes, you’re right, Joe . . . they’re our people after all,” Robert repeated in an earnest tone. “I believe you now.” 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind if I take the medallion back since you have recovered. It belongs to Sadar,” said Joe, smiling. 
 
    “Yes, of course. It’s magical! But will everyone be okay now?” asked Robert as he sat up, amazed by the healing power of the medallion. His recovery from death was immediate. It was a miracle! 
 
    “They will be, my friend,” replied Joe. “We have almost one hundred ships here to evacuate us.” 
 
    Sadar held the medallion. “I see, once again, it came through.” 
 
    “Yes, and now it has been returned to its rightful owner,” Joe answered. “I’m sorry for taking it. I didn’t understand before . . . but now I do.” He added, “Thank you for letting me use it again.” 
 
    Sadar turned to Aazar and handed the medallion to him. “This belongs to our people. Make sure we pass it around to those who need medical attention. I intend to use it differently than my forefathers.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” said Aazar. 
 
    Robert was astonished by the healing power of the medallion as it passed around, instantly curing the Tourians of any ailment or injury. Everything Robert had heard about the medallion was true. It was no longer just a legend. He had seen it and felt its power. His police officer’s oath no longer weighed on him because he understood his newfound purpose. He was determined to rescue his people and spread the truth back at home. 
 
    “Robert,” said Joe. “I want you to meet my dad.” 
 
    Robert, starstruck by the sight of Joe’s father, momentarily stood still before finally shaking Commodore Devlin’s outstretched hand. Robert was meeting his childhood idol from the Tri-Sun War and he had to take a micro-cycle to compose himself. 
 
    “Robert, I heard you are hereby no fault of your own. I promise you will not be charged with us,” said Commodore Devlin. 
 
    “Sir . . . what do I call you?” asked Robert. 
 
    “Well, I’m the commodore for this mission, but you can call me Don since you are only a rider.” 
 
    Robert was seeing the situation clearly for the first time. He no longer saw traitors, but heroes around him. “Thank you, sir, but Commodore will work. If that is okay with you?” replied Robert. “If you don’t mind, I would like to help your cause.” 
 
    Commodore Devlin looked a little surprised. “Are you sure, Robert, you want to get involved? Joe filled me in on your situation.” 
 
    “Yes, they’re my . . . I mean our people,” said Robert, sure of his decision. He knew his place and who he was. 
 
    “Good,” replied Commodore Devlin. “Now, let’s get our people to safety. I’ll brief everyone on the next step after we get everyone onboard.” 
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    DARKNESS BEFORE HOPE 
 
      
 
    The ancient ship’s walls hummed from its pulsating engines while cheerful voices echoed down the narrow passageway. However, Joe’s ears rattled with annoyance from the constant noise. He had been without sleep for two solar days and was becoming irritable without the Black Medallion to relieve his fatigue. 
 
    The rescue had both succeeded and failed. On one hand, the Tourians were liberated from the Grax. On the other, the military brig awaited the ISF traitors. Plus, once they surrendered to Captain Strata, the Tourians would be likely transferred to concentration camps. Joe was not sure how the ISF would treat the Tourians, kept it to himself while they celebrated for the first time since being freed. 
 
    Joe gradually pushed through a dam of Tourians unintentionally blocking the passageway. They were shoulder to shoulder, holding hands and hanging on each other’s arms, showing their fondness for one another. Way too friendly for Joe’s comfort level. He searched through the crowd for one of his dad’s crew. Finally, a lieutenant, came into view but was pinned to the wall as she tried to stay out of the Tourians’ way, which seemed impossible. 
 
    The lieutenant was still in her ISF uniform, while the rest of the crew had changed into civilian clothing. She was staring at Joe intently. She had black hair tied into a ponytail behind her, down to her shoulder bone. Lieutenant Wun was slightly taller than Joe and about ten cycles older, but her skin was perfectly smooth, giving her a much younger look than her age. 
 
    “Cadet Devlin,” said Lieutenant Wun. 
 
    “Ma’am, you know me?” Joe sounded surprised. He was looking for her. 
 
    “Oh, yes. I once served under your father. I’m also aware of your little Star Fighter battle on Bandor and even your previous trip to Huldra. You Devlins seem to be always up to something. But you . . . you particularly are very consistent in breaking ISF regulations, and boy, do you break them.” 
 
    “Yes, something like that,” said Joe in a somber tone. 
 
    Lieutenant Wun, sensing Joe’s toned-down demeanor, shifted her voice to a more reassuring one. She added, “Yet, in the end, Admiral Pearson made a mistake taking credit for something he didn’t have a hand in. Surely, you know who really destroyed the Grax space station! Not to mention that the admiral left the bridge in the heat of the battle, and Captain Strata had to take over. Anyway, you can count me in as a traitor if it means standing up to leaders like him.” 
 
    “Yes, my friend Brock told me of that tale and he . . .,” Joe suddenly stopped talking and seemed to hold back. He had an actual plan, which was unusual for him, but it was still crazy. In the past, he had just stepped forward and figured it out, but not this time. This one would be different. 
 
    “And . . .?” said Lieutenant Wun. “Oh, yes,” replied Joe with no intention to continue his previous sentence. Wanting to ask her for a favor, he changed the direction of the conversation, adding, “My father told me that, without you, this rescue wouldn’t have happened!” 
 
    “Yes, my squadron helped out a little outside of Fandor,” said Lieutenant Wun. 
 
    Joe was not quite sure how to broach the subject. He appeared to be puzzled, searching for his way. 
 
    “It looks like you have something on your mind,” said Lieutenant Wun, “or else you wouldn’t be hanging out in this zoo of a passageway.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am,” replied Joe. “I’m not sure of where to start.” 
 
    “I like it when a person gets to the point,” said Lieutenant Wun. “Fast!” 
 
    “Okay, do you still have operational Star Fighters with you?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Yes, why?” answered Lieutenant Wun.  
 
    “Because I need to borrow one,” blurted Joe. 
 
    “Well, I would say that’s a ridiculous request from a cadet, but you’re no normal cadet and you are probably just as experienced as I at flying a Star Fighter. Though, I’m almost afraid to ask with your reputation, but why do you need one?” asked Lieutenant Wun. 
 
    “You’re going to think it’s crazy,” replied Joe. 
 
    “I think we’re past that point,” said Lieutenant Wun. “So, shoot me with it.” 
 
    “Joe, are you sure that you can trust her?” Augie spoke internally. 
 
    Joe was getting used to Augie, and he replied internally so Lieutenant Wun could not hear. “Augie, it was your idea. Anyway, hold on, and trust me.” 
 
    “Lieutenant Wun, can we go somewhere else to discuss this?” asked Joe. 
 
    Stepping into a side room, Joe whispered his plan to Lieutenant Wun while she remained quiet. Even as he finished speaking, she initially did not respond but looked alarmed. 
 
    “That’s . . . probably the craziest thing I have ever heard. Does your father know of your plans?” asked Lieutenant Wun. 
 
    “Not exactly!” replied Joe. 
 
    “And you’re not planning on telling him, are you?” said Lieutenant Wun. “That’s why you came to me in the first place.” 
 
    “Not exactly!” said Joe. 
 
    “Well, that’s not exactly wise. I mean, you’re a cadet, but at the same time you have already accomplished things that I would not have thought possible,” said Lieutenant Wun. “And you’re saying it’s all because of this medallion?” 
 
    “Yes!” replied Joe. “It’s a crazy idea from the Tourian God boy and my AI thinks it’s plausible.” 
 
    “Well, at least that’s more exact,” replied Lieutenant Wun. ‘‘Plausible is like flipping a coin and you think it’s going to be heads fifty percent of the time.” 
 
    “As for your father, he’s going to have to know if you want to use a star fighter, okay? And I believe borrowing the star fighter is probably the easier part of your plan. A darn crazy one at that! You Devlins!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Commodore Devlin, all ships have reported in and are ready for departure,” said Captain Brock. “And Sir, the solar flares from Huldra’s star are dangerously high. I think we have a problem.” 
 
    “What kind?” asked Commodore Devlin. 
 
    “Sir, our shields might not hold up against the solar flares. Their star is very unstable and maybe . . .” Brock paused. 
 
    “Maybe what?” asked Commodore Devlin. 
 
    “Sir, it could explode,” replied Captain Brock. 
 
    “Okay, how long will the shields last against the flares? We have to surrender to ISF Asteria upon reaching Space and that will cause a delay,” said Commodore Devlin. 
 
    “It’s hard to tell. Suppose no flares occur, then no issues, but if more than two of the right bursts occur within short proximity, we can lose our engines, life support, or worse. Worse being, we lose everyone on board since we don’t have shields to block the gamma rays,” said Captain Brock. 
 
    “Understood. Prepare to have all vessels launch in pairs of two. We don’t have a choice and I hope Captain Strata knows the same,” said Commodore Devlin. As soon as he finished, the ship’s bridge door had opened, and his son Joe was in the doorway. 
 
    “Captain, permission to enter the bridge,” requested Joe to Brock. 
 
    “Enter the bridge,” replied Brock. 
 
    “Joe, you’re staying with me,” said Commodore Devlin without hesitation. 
 
    “Dad, we need to talk,” said Joe. 
 
    “Joe, there’s no time. Buckle in and prepare for liftoff,” replied Commodore Devlin. 
 
    “Dad, really, I need to talk to you now,” Joe’s sassy tone made his father roll his eyes like they were at home. 
 
    “Joe, sit,” said his father. “This is not the time nor the place.” 
 
    “I need to use a star fighter,” blurted out Joe. 
 
    “Absolutely not! Now sit,” said Commodore Devlin. 
 
    “But the suns flares,” said Joe. 
 
    “I already know. We don’t have time for this now. You’re going to have to wait until we hit Space,” Commodore Devlin stated, hoping Joe just for once would listen. The crew on the bridge remained silent as they listened. Brock and the others watched in amazement as the son and father argued.  
 
    Commodore Devlin was not having it and simply tuned out Joe and started commanding the other ships. 
 
    “Task Force Ninety-nine, launch,” ordered Commodore Devlin. Each vessel lifted and maneuvered into pairs before starting to ascend. The noise of all the ships launching in tandem was deafening. 
 
    By the time the Commodore took the lead with the task force trailing him, Joe had snuck off the bridge under the cover of noise. 
 
    Once the noise level returned to normal, the bridge door opened again to Lieutenant Wun. “Captain, permission to enter the bridge?” 
 
    “Enter the bridge,” replied Captain Brock. He could easily get use to this captain stuff. It was empowering. 
 
     “Lieutenant Wun, how’s everything in the back?” asked Commodore Devlin. 
 
    “Sir, it’s packed but workable. Do you mind if I watch the show from here?” asked Lieutenant Wun. 
 
    “Sure, sit next to my son,” answered Commodore Devlin. 
 
    “Sir, but he’s . . .,” said Lieutenant Wun stunned. “He just launched the Star Fighter. Didn’t he talk to you?” 
 
    The Commodore turned and looked at the empty seat where Joe had sat earlier. “What! No—why would I do that?” 
 
    “So, he didn’t tell you of his foolish plan?” replied Lieutenant Wun. 
 
    “Lieutenant fill me in,” said the Commodore in a frazzled tone. 
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    DISSOLUTE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Task Force Ninety-nine broke through and away the gravitational well of Planet Huldra and out into Space. The ships’ departure from the planet was a magnificent sight to behold, especially after they had just pulled off an impossible rescue deep in enemy territory. They had succeeded not only against the odds, which were not even calculable. Zero. However, the task force now faced the ISF Asteria and a dying star, both unwelcoming sights. 
 
    ISF Asteria was commanded by Captain Strata, who was not a desk commander, as most commanding officers had become after the Tri-Sun War. Desk commanders were known for avoiding any problems that did not help their career. Captain Strata was the opposite; he loved deployment. Especially, with commander’s authority and belonging to a crew. His crew. But he treated them as peers, and that helped command their respect in return. 
 
    In no way did this make him a rogue leader. Captain Strata followed his mission orders, but he was not afraid to take the initiative or to fix a wrong. He had always weighed those choices against his assigned missions, but balanced them with patience and a good understanding of military politics, although he was no politician. 
 
    Captain Strata disliked officers who only sought after what he called battlefield circulation. Those people would travel to locations to create associations with certain names to obtain recognition and medals while others had done the work. Admiral Pearson was one of those folks. 
 
    Behind ISF Asteria, Huldra’s star pulsated unevenly. It had changed into a White Dwarf centuries earlier, after the original star had burnt through its hydrogen and helium. Now only its core lay behind, causing Huldra to freeze over. The planet’s surface had once been abundant with life, but now lay buried under meters of ice and snow. This forced the Grax into the Space to survive. Now, the star was once again changing. Solar flares were becoming the star’s last dying breath, placing the Grax, the rescue mission, and the ISF in immediate danger. 
 
    “Captain Strata, I turn my task force over to your good hands,” spoke Commodore Devlin over the communication frequency. “A lot of these refugees need medical attention.” 
 
    “Commodore Devlin,” replied Captain Strata. “You have my assurance that your fleet will be protected. Standby for boarding the medical parties. All will be unarmed.” 
 
    The ISF Asteria was a battle type cruiser, a group defender class warship designed to shield against attacks from multiple warships and any missile threat. The word, battle, added before cruiser meant that it was twice the size of a normal vessel, making the Tourian transport ships look like tiny shuttles in comparison. 
 
    Its weapons were online and had been recently discharged with heavy emissions emanating from a clash with the Grax. The scene around them revealed the devastation of a one-sided skirmish. The Grax had been defeated with one ship and without Admiral Pearson, though the Grax had not yet surrendered their forces. 
 
    “Captain Strata,” replied Commodore Devlin, “It seems you have been busy with the Grax. But before you send the boarding parties, I give you my reassurance that I will follow you to a jump point away from Huldra. As you have figured out from the data, Huldra’s white dwarf is highly unstable and my task force can’t afford to take any sun flares with its ancient shields. Not without serious risk to all life onboard.” 
 
    Captain Strata was a seasoned combat veteran, but he did not like the scene before him, sitting between the Grax and the solar flares. This war had taken a toll on him both physically and mentally. He was tired. When the Grax attacked, the Captain had no choice but to return fire without a surrender. He had to protect Commodore Devlin’s rescue, even if it was against Admiral Pearson’s orders. 
 
    Captain Strata’s career would soon be over due to his actions, which were treasonous against the Admiral. Yet, Captain Strata knew the other choice would have been a war crime, and he was at peace with the choice he made. It was the lesser of the two evils since the Grax never surrender and were known to fight to the last person. Jumping to a safer location would give him time to assess the situation without the risk of further attack. 
 
    “Very well, Commodore, standby to receive coordinates. My scientists onboard agree with your assessment,” said Captain Strata. 
 
    Admiral Pearson’s ISF fleet of battle cruisers had dropped out of hyperspace nearby. Yet, Captain Strata was unaware since the fleet were cloaked. The first sign that Admiral Pearson’s fleet had arrived was an incoming hail to the ISF Asteria. 
 
    “Captain Strata,” said his Tactical Officer, “Admiral Pearson has dropped out of hyperspace. He’s ordering a private COM channel with you. And without delay.” 
 
    “TAC-O, what’s his position?” asked Captain Strata, before adding, “Bring his fleet up on the viewing screen.” 
 
    “Sir, his fleet remains cloaked. I can’t get a position,” replied the TAC-O. 
 
    “Use the Force Tracker,” ordered Captain Strata. 
 
    “Captain, Admiral Pearson has denied access to his fleet’s location,” said the TAC-O. 
 
    “Very well, TAC-O, I’ll take the COM channel in my underway stateroom,” directed Captain Strata. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Captain! What have you done? Why haven’t those traitors been destroyed?” yelled Admiral Pearson over a visual communication screen. Admiral Pearson’s long-range sensors had registered and recorded the battle, but he had been helpless since he was unable to communicate during the hyperjump. He had watched his victory vanish before him, and this time it would be impossible to take credit for it. 
 
    Captain Strata was already standing. “Sir, I won’t hurt innocent people. There are thousands of Tourians onboard, and intel now says that there are more mines with other slaves still on Huldra.” 
 
    “Let me make myself clear! You are to follow your orders or you will get court-martialed. Understand?” ordered Admiral Pearson, his voice quavering with intense anger. 
 
    Captain Strata remained perfectly calm as he replied, “Admiral, with respect, this war with the Grax is over. They’re defeated, with only a few ships left in proximity to Huldra, and only transport ships at a secondary point. I hadn’t intended to start a battle, but they attacked first and wouldn’t surrender. The Grax no longer have any real means to fight. Besides, we all need to leave this area immediately or we’ll be exposed to the damaging gamma rays from star. The star is on its last legs as you can see. I’ve already had my scientist send the results of my data to you.” 
 
    Stunned, the Admiral yelled, “What!” in uncontrolled rage.  
 
    But Captain Strata knew it was a rhetorical question. 
 
    The Admiral’s anger tried to leap out of his body as his face and muscles twitched, but then he took a deep breath before adjusting his voice to a calmer tone. “You defeated the Grax,” he said evenly. 
 
    “Yes, Admiral, they were no match for our cloaking technology. However, I discovered a problem with the . . .” 
 
    “Silence you traitor!” said Admiral Pearson, cutting him off. But the Admiral did not continue speaking. Instead, he cut off the transmission. 
 
    “TAC-O!” said Admiral Pearson. “Execute Order Ten-Charlie.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” replied the TAC-O. “Helm, prepare to come about.” Then the TAC-O armed the ship’s weapons and shields. The helm answered. It was an enlisted position and handled driving the ship. But the helm could only fly the ship on the heading or direction ordered by an officer. 
 
    Captain Strata watched as ISF Maiden cloaked itself, which momentarily confused him, but he was not stupid. The Admiral has just called him a traitor, so he had a good idea of what was in store for him. He just was not sure if he or the Tourians would be the target. 
 
    Captain Strata ran onto the bridge, ready to call for defensive maneuvers. He had to make sure the transports had a fighting chance. “Coms, transmit the jump point to Commodore Devlin’s transports and tell them to jump without delay,” said Captain Strata. 
 
    Before the coms officer could acknowledge his request, the TAC-O met him at the entrance. “Captain Strata, we have a Grax ship converging on our coordinates. Unknown class.” 
 
    “Where did that come from?” mused Captain Strata. The situation was quickly becoming victim to the fog of war. 
 
    “Captain, it was masked behind their space station. I’m picking up a strange energy reading. I hadn’t seen levels this high before, except the last time they fired a fission weapon,” answered the TAC-O. 
 
    “I thought the Grax combat vessels were defeated,” replied Captain Strata. “Are you sure it’s just not a transport ship?” 
 
    “Sir, the whole ship seems to be a weapon with only a few lives onboard,” said the TAC-O. “The energy level is maxing out our sensors. It looks like the Grax have miniaturized the space station’s fission weapon. Sir, if we take a hit, it will completely destroy us.” 
 
    “Where’s ISF Maiden” asked Captain Strata as he sighed in frustration. 
 
    “Unknown, Sir,” replied the TAC-O. “They’re cloaked.” 
 
    Captain Strata’s ship was situated between Huldra’s sun and the remains of the destroyed space station. The Grax vessel passed the station vestiges from the far side. The ship was built around the fission gun, rectangular in shape. Other than the forward steering bridge, the vessel had little structure aft of the bridge. Mostly struts and beams to hold the weapon. 
 
    “Helm, do we have positioning room between the Admiral, the rescue vessels, and the Grax ship?” asked Captain Strata. 
 
    “Sir, we have only one vector available since the transport ships began their hyperjumps,” answered the helm. 
 
    “How many have jumped?” asked Captain Strata. 
 
    “Twenty-two,” answered the COM Officer. “Seems several solar bursts have flared from the star knocking out all of the remaining vessels’ engines. No one is moving under their own propulsion.” 
 
    “Shields?” asked Captain Strata. 
 
    “Most of their shields are down,” replied the TAC-O. “They’re ancient and weren’t up to the job.” 
 
    “COM, open a channel to Commodore Devlin,” ordered Captain Strata. 
 
    “Open Sir,” answered the COM Officer. 
 
    “Commodore, what’s your Task Force’s status for jumping?” requested Captain Strata. 
 
    “Captain,” replied Commodore Devlin in a weak voice. “Our shields are down. The engines are offline, and the radiation from the flares is across the spectrum. It’s fatal.” He coughed deeply several times over the channel with labored breaths afterward. “Seventy-seven ships have reported the same. Sorry, Captain, it’s hopeless. Everyone is affected!” 
 
    ISF Asteria shields provided Captain Strata’s ship with short term protection from the gamma rays. In contrast, the ancient transport ships had only their ships’ skins for defense. The delay caused by Admiral Pearson’s arrival was making the situation worse since the gamma rays had more time to penetrate their ships. 
 
    Captain Strata was not sure if the Admiral knew what he had caused or if he had intended it. With all the data passed, there should not have been any doubt of the damage a delay in hyperjump would generate. “Don,” said Captain Strata, is there anything I can do? Can we assist with any ships?” 
 
    “Cap . . . tain,” said Commodore Delvin. “Hopeless . . . but thanks,” were his last words before the transmission died. The communication stopped as the power and life support systems failed. 
 
    The incoming weapon fired and pounded the starboard side off the ISF Asteria. 
 
    “TAC-O,” said Captain Strata. “I thought it was only one vessel from the Grax.” 
 
    “Sir, that’s not theirs,” replied the TAC-O. “It’s the Admiral’s Fleet.” 
 
    One by one, Admiral Pearson’s ships fired their first salvo, as his ships’ cloaking failed, along with their weapons systems. 
 
    “That should buy us some time,” said Captain Strata. 
 
    “Sir, I don’t think all the admiral’s ships were firing. You see, the pattern is a standard offensive layout, but if you look here and here at the time of firing, ships are missing. Probably cloaked,” pointed out the TAC-O on his tactical screen. 
 
    “Yes, you’re right. Some have remained neutral, not wanting to fire on their own comrades,” said Captain Strata. 
 
    “Quick, what’s our shield status?” asked Captain Strata. 
 
    “Sir, sixty-six percent and dropping,” replied the TAC-O. 
 
    “Transfer fifty percent of our power from our weapons to our shields. Quickly, before they get their weapons back online,” ordered Captain Strata. “And open a COM channel to the admiral. Make sure it’s heard by all of his fleet on an open and unsecured channel.” 
 
    “Sir, and the Grax?” asked the TAC-O. “Their weapon seems to be still powering up.” 
 
    “Confirm that they have a clear line to the admiral and send them his coordinates just in case. I don’t think he will stand down, but the others might like we did. Now, open the COM,” said Captain Strata, “before it’s too late for everyone here.” 
 
    “Opened,” replied the COM Officer with a smirk on her face. The captain was risking it all in a move that left his ship stuck in the middle, between the Grax, Commodore’s Devlin’s Task Force, and the admiral’s fleet, with the Huldra’s star to his back. He had no room to maneuver, and if the Grax fired on him first, he would be star dust. Captain Strata had seen what the last fission weapon did, and his ship was three times smaller. 
 
    “Admiral Pearson,” said Captain Strata. “You have fired on your own ship. Stop immediately. Friendly fire!” 
 
    It was the same glitch the ISF Asteria had experience during their battle with the Grax. But, once the Admiral had figured out how to bypass the cloak relay directly to their armament systems, he would have his weapons back online to continue the attack. Captain Strata had encountered the same problem and figured out the solution. 
 
    Commodore Devlin’s mole’s sabotage disabled the cloak and weapons systems if a ship fired. This would allow their location to be known. However, if the system was bypassed at the core, their weapons would be back online, but not the cloak. Captain Strata had not seen this when he intercepted Commodore Devlin, since he had not fired on him, so the problem was not discovered. However, once the Grax attacked during the rescue, the problem surfaced. 
 
    “Captain Strata, no quarters will be given to traitors,” said Admiral Pearson. 
 
    “We’re no traitors, sir,” replied Captain Strata. 
 
    “You’re aiding traitors,” answered the admiral. “Passing my coordinates to the enemy, too!” 
 
    “Okay then, Admiral Pearson, I surrender my ship and all onboard unconditionally,” declared Captain Strata. 
 
    “No mercy will be given,” repeated the admiral before jamming the communication channel. 
 
    “TAC-O,” said Captain Strata, “do not fire on the command ship, no matter what. All power to our shields. Minimum life support. And get me an open channel that he can’t jam!” 
 
    The COM Officer changed the modulation and added a random shifting frequency. “Captain, COM opened. I’m not sure how long it will last.” 
 
    “All vessels, this Captain Strata of ISF Asteria. I have surrendered my ship and pose no threat to you. All Tourian ships are full of refugees. I ask you to not fire upon them. The refugees onboard need medical care. Their ships are dead in Space because of the gamma rays.” Captain Strata singled the COM Officer to close the channel. 
 
    “Com, prepared to open the communication channel again,” said Captain Strata. 
 
    “Ready, Captain,” said the COM Officer. 
 
    “Roger, wait for my signal,” commanded Captain Strata. 
 
    “Admiral, our weapons are back online,” his TAC-O. “Orders sir?” 
 
    “Open fire on that Traitor’s ship and pass to my fleet to destroy the Tourian vessels,” ordered Admiral Pearson. 
 
    “Admiral, but he surrendered. The Tourian ships are of no harm,” stated his COM Officer who overheard the order. “Shouldn’t we focus on the Grax ship?” 
 
    “You have my order! Now execute, unless you are also a traitor!” yelled Admiral Pearson. “The Grax will do me a favor and target the closest ship to them. Then we will destroy them.” 
 
    The COM Officer did not answer the admiral, but made transmission, so the Admiral assumed he got the message loud and clear. He was the hero here and had only needed to clean up these loose ends. The winner writes history, and he was going to make sure it was his pen. 
 
    The first shots missed ISF Asteria, passing across the bow of the ship. Admiral Pearson’s ship was the only vessel firing, while the rest of his fleet guns remained silent. 
 
    “Wait for it,” said Captain Strata to his COM Officer, who was more than ready to open the communication channel. The ship was buffeted from the hits received by the admiral’s ship, making it hard for the COM Officer to keep her finger at the ready to press the button. 
 
    “Wait for it!” said Captain Strata. He remained calm as his ship took a pounding. 
 
    “Weapons officer, shield status?” requested Captain Strata. 
 
    “Fifty percent and falling rapidly,” answered the weapons officer. 
 
    “Now Com, open the channel,” ordered Captain Strata. 
 
    The COM Officer nodded in confirmation. 
 
    “All ISF ships, this is Captain Strata of the ISF Asteria. Under ISF Regulation 106 of command relief, Admiral Pearson, I relieve you of command due to war crimes. All commanders, I assume command of the fleet. Acknowledge this transmission.” 
 
    However, Admiral Pearson’s battle group remained silent.  
 
    “Com, did they receive my message?” asked Captain Strata. 
 
    “Yes, sir. Loud and clear,” replied the COM Officer. “There,” he pointed. “Several ships have decloaked, but no response, sir,” 
 
    “Captain, forty percent and falling. We won’t last long at this rate,” reported the weapons officer. 
 
    “Roger, have all unnecessary crew prepare to abandon ship,” ordered Captain Strata. He was doubting his plan, and that was before considering what one shot from the Grax fission weapon would do if he was the intended target. It was like being in the middle of a target range, hoping that no one would fire at him, with targets behind him. To the Grax, ISF was ISF. 
 
    Captain Strata needed to get the out of the firing line, which had become blurred. “Send a message on an open COMs channel. We do not wish to fire on the Grax ship,” said Captain Strata before adding, “and that we come in peace. Make sure they understand that the command ship is not with us. Surely they can see them shooting at us?” 
 
    “Captain, I can’t confirm if Admiral Pearson’s fleet has changed over to under your command, nor guarantee the Grax won’t fire on us. I recommend we target and destroy the Grax ship and return fire on the admiral’s ship,” said the TAC-O. 
 
    “No! It’s a chance we must take,” replied Captain Strata. He was not leaving the Tourians to this fate. No way, it was not right. Commodore Devlin, if he still survived, would know what Captain Strata was trying to do tactically. Yes, thought Captain Strata to himself, he was positive that Commodore Devlin would understand. 
 
    “This war is over,” said Captain Strata in a commanding voice. His crew was surprised by the abruptness of the comment. 
 
    “Captain, the Grax fission weapon has reached a steady state. It’s ready to fire,” said his weapon officer. 
 
    “Hold your fire,” replied Captain Strata as he held his breath. 
 
    “Captain! We have acknowledgment!” blurted his COM Officer. He took a breath to calm down, then clarified his statement, saying, “I mean all ships, except the admiral’s vessel, have acknowledged your command. Obviously, he’s still firing on us. Should we have them fire upon him?” 
 
    “No,” replied Captain Strata. “Send a message on the open channel that acknowledges we’ve received their answer and tell them not to fire on our own people. This war is over.”  
 
    The response to the message transmission was quick. A blinding light filled the ISF Maiden screen, rocking the ship. Split in half, the ship’s compartments ripped away from each other. 
 
    Admiral Pearson lay in the corner as two officers helped him up. His bridge was in ruins. Sparks of hot metal wires flowed down from the ceiling like a waterfall. 
 
    “What hit us?” asked Admiral Pearson in a shaken voice. 
 
    “Admiral, it was from the Grax ship,” replied his TAC-O. “The one ship who you ignored, sir.” 
 
    “Status of our systems,” shouted Admiral Pearson over the sound of his vessel’s compartments popping outward as air vented to Space, one after another. 
 
    “Sir, we’re done. We need to abandon ship,” said the Damage Officer. 
 
    “I’m not leaving my ship,” insisted the admiral. 
 
    “Sir, the Grax are charging their weapon again,” said his TAC-O who had remained at his station. 
 
    “Tell the fleet to destroy that ship, screamed Admiral Pearson. 
 
    “Sir, they have abandoned us,” replied the TAC-O. “You’re no longer in command of the fleet.” 
 
    The Admiral turned to look around the bridge. His entire crew had run off the bridge; only the TAC-O remained. On the viewing screens, escape pods from his crew could be seen popping from all sides ship—hundreds of them. Admiral Pearson sat back in his chair. A portion of his ship that had been split in half was coming back around, hinged on the bow. The bridge had only survived due to the Grax’s off-center shot. 
 
    “Sir, we need to abandon ship,” said the TAC-O. But the admiral just sat there and watched the right half of his ship closed in on him. He did not even answer the TAC-O. Instead, he closed his eyes as the two halves crashed together. 
 
    “Captain Strata, it’s worked,” cheered his TAC-O. 
 
    “We’re not clear yet. Sir, the Grax are charging their weapon again. They have locked onto us and we are down to life support only. We can’t defend,” said the weapons officer. 
 
    “Uh, sir. Captain Strata,” said a short and skinny officer from the side of the bridge. She was a civilian scientist who had been examining the star. 
 
    “Yes, speak up,” said Captain Strata. 
 
    “That shot! You know the one that took out the ship,” said the scientist. 
 
    “Yes, get it all out,” replied Captain Strata. 
 
    “Well, the star behind was in alignment, so it, uh, also hit, well, the star. And that’s not good. It’s going to explode,” said the scientist. 
 
    “How long?” asked Captain Strata. 
 
    “Uh, we don’t have time to get a dinner, if you ask me.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vi Ryant stepped onto the bridge at the request of her brother, who seemed emboldened by her current situation. She had been defeated by the ISF a second time at their home planet and now more ships were on her doorstep. She had failed her people again and her brother recognized her weakened state as an opportunity to make a power move. He was not about to waste any time. 
 
    Behind Vi Ryant followed a guard detail of ten loyal guards armed with both weapons and ceremonial swords. They did not waiver with their commitment to her, and Si Ryant was taken back at the sight of the full detail. Usually, she only had four at her side. Her response to his actions was warranted. 
 
    “What do you bother me with now?” questioned Vi Ryant. 
 
    To Si’s side stood her council of six, normally spread out among other ships, Now they were all together a sign that her brother was attempting a coup d’état, yet they stood silent. Time was on her side and she was not going to waste it. 
 
    Around the bridge, the crew and the council wore shielded glasses, but before Vi Ryant could speak, her brother spoke first. “You asked for a solution, my sister, to our continued defeats,” spoke Si Ryant without using her title of Supreme Leader. The crew of the bridge stopped what they were doing. “I give you one now. Fire!” ordered Si Ryant. 
 
    Vi Ryant felt no shot to her body by a weapon, but instead the bridge filled with a blinding white light, leaving her sightless. The blast from the beam hit ISF Maiden off-center of its bow, splitting it in half with one shot. It was only connected at one hinging point. The weapon’s blast went through the entire ship and continued, hitting Huldra’s star. 
 
    “Recharge the weapon,” ordered Si Ryant. “Lock onto the ISF ship that attacked us earlier. It’s time to even the odds, don’t you say, my sister!” 
 
    Vi Ryant’s hands partially covered her eyes as she tried to focus both physically and mentally on what had just happened. She and her guards had just been blindsided, to say it mildly. Her eyesight returned to a blurry view of an ISF command ship exploding, with one half folded back on itself. 
 
    The star was now shooting solar flares one after another, in quick succession. The fission weapon had damaged the star. “You idiot!” exclaimed Vi Ryant. “You hit our star. You know what that means!” 
 
    “My sister, it was done anyways. We still have time for a few more shots to get revenge and vacate this doomed planet. Bandor awaits us, and with our fission weapon, they don’t stand a chance,” said Si Ryant. 
 
    Si Ryant was overjoyed by the results of his actions, but when he looked at the council for their approval, he instead saw shock. Si had miscalculated their connection to their home’s star. It had been their lifeline to the planet and now there was no chance to fix it. The Space station had been intended to house the Grax while their planet died, but the fission weapon was meant to be a charger for the star. When it was weaponized and miniaturized, the results were reversed, destroying the star’s remaining fuel. 
 
    “Guards, arrest him,” said Vi Ryant. “It’s over.” 
 
    “It’s not over,” yelled Si Ryant as he looked for a way out. “Your weakness is your downfall. I’m the only chance our people have.” He looked at the council, but one by one, they turned away. 
 
    The guards grabbed him, dragging him forward. 
 
    “Release me and arrest my sister. I’m the true Supreme Leader,” screamed Si Ryant. 
 
     Vi Ryant waved her hand, and the guards muffled Si’s mouth. “Off the bridge with him,” ordered Vi Ryant. “And stop that weapon from charging.” 
 
    “Ma’am, the fission weapon is malfunctioning due to dampeners failing to maintain the core’s magnetic field. We can’t shut it down. The system will auto-eject the core after firing again,” said her chief engineer. 
 
    “Change the trajectory. So it misses the star this time. And that ship,” ordered Vi Ryant. 
 
    “Ma’am, we cannot control the weapon. It’s on lockdown until the core is ejected,” replied the chief engineer. 
 
    She sighed openly in front of the crew. The view in front of her vessel was an odd sight. ISF ships that had acted as Tourian transports had fired upon each other and now lay disabled. She had never planned for so much loss of life, or to imprison the Tourians. Her brother has convinced her it was right. Now, nothing could take it back and she had to live with it. However, she still had one slight chance to save her people and help the Tourians. 
 
    Her attention turned to her planet’s star. Hundreds of solar flares originating from the star shot out in all directions. The light of the star was dimming. Her brother has ended it all for revenge. The fission weapon had killed the star and it was changing to a Black Dwarf at an incredible speed. 
 
    “Eject the core now,” said Vi Ryant. “Computer, override Protocol Si.” 
 
    “Ma’am, how did you do that?” asked the chief scientist. 
 
    “Sometimes family just can’t be trusted,” she replied. “I made sure I had overrides for anything my brother had his hands on. I just never had the courage to use it before.” 
 
    “Supreme Leader, the radiation levels are increasing beyond our shield’s capability,” the chief Scientist. 
 
    Vi Ryant could feel the radiation breaking through the shields as she became weak and nauseous. 
 
    “Computer, eject the core,” commanded Vi Ryant. Then she turned to her COM Officer, adding, “Send a message to the ISF that we want peace, too, and that we will eject our power core to stop the weapon from firing again as proof. Then ask for their assistance so we can save at least some of our people.” 
 
    With the weapon core gone and both propulsion engines shut down, her vessel and anyone else in the area were about to receive a fatal dose of radiation. Vi Ryant had no more room for war against the ISF. Her brother had guided her down the wrong path to the destruction of her world and her people. “Send them our surrender,” said Vi Ryant. “Let’s make sure I give our people one last chance to survive.” 
 
    “Supreme Leader,” the COM Officer answered, wheezing from the effects of the radiation. “Captain Strata from the ISF has acknowledged our transmission. However, they seem to be in the same situation and have requested outside help. No one can move under their own power.” 
 
     A graveyard of dead and dying ships surrounded Huldra in an aura of sorrow. The solar flares had not only disabled the Tourian ships but also the ISF. There were no winners. The star was going to have the last say as they were all caught in its footprint. Any rescue mission would be in haste, with every Grax, Tourian, and Bandorians’ fate united in their downfall. 
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    REDEMPTION 
 
      
 
    A lone Star Fighter appeared from behind the shadow of the Grax space station on a flight path toward Huldra’s star. After leaving Task Force Ninety-nine, it had traveled around the back of the planet to mask itself. The direct route might have been preferable, but as an adversarial threat, Captain Strata or Admiral Pearson would have destroyed the fighter. The indirect route gave the fighter time, creating a tactical advantage. 
 
    “Is that ours?” asked Captain Strata, his voice weakened as he was half slumped over in his command chair. Ninety percent of his vessel’s protective shield had failed, allowing radiation from the star’s flares to slowly soak into his body. His TAC-O officer had collapsed over his console, barely moving, but managed to remain at his station, even at death’s doorstep. The rest of his crew lay motionless on the deck of the ship. 
 
    “It’s . . . a Star Fighter . . . matched to the Space Station . . . Janus,” said the TAC-O as he struggled to breathe over his words. He struggled to speak a few words at a time. “It’s listed as . . . missing in action . . . missing from a recent . . . battle. I’m not sure . . . why it’s . . . way out here. Standby . . . sir. It’s . . . it’s broadcasting a message . . . on all open channels.” 
 
    Captain Strata’s ship’s engines had failed, with only minimum battery power left to supply life support. The oxygen was getting very thin throughout the ship. 
 
    “Patch . . . it through. If you can still find the strength,” Captain Strata said breathing, heavily, trying to take enough oxygen in to continue. “Tell . . . that pilot to . . . to . . . save them . . . themselves while . . . they still . . . can.” 
 
    “Patched . . . through,” said the TAC-O. 
 
    A looped transmission came over the audio system, distorted slightly from the radiation interference. “This is Cadet Joe Devlin of Task Force Ninety-nine flying in a lone Star Fighter. Do not fire on my vessel. I’m here to save Huldra’s star. If you scan my ship you can see my weapons have been completely disabled.” 
 
    Captain Strata leaned forward and vomited from the radiation. He did not have the strength to wipe his mouth. Instead, he used his remaining strength to speak. “Tell him . . . to turn away . . . and save himself . . . before the radiation . . . before . . . it also disables his engines.” 
 
    “Sir, he’s . . . he’s not . . . answering,” replied TAC-O, gasping for air that was not there. His body slid off the communication console with a thud as he impacted the deck. 
 
    Captain Strata looked toward the viewing screen then raised his hand toward it before collapsing to the ground. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Joe, the external radiation is increasing past fatal organic cell levels. If you must eject, your suit cannot to protect you,” warned Augie. 
 
    “Augie, it’s been a good run. But this is a one-way trip for us. I’m just sorry I must take you with me. You still have that new vehicle smell,” said Joe with a half-smirk on his face. Yet Augie could not see it without any video feeds, so Joe could only hope the pun was not lost on him. 
 
    “Joe, for all the calculations I can perform, I still can’t think of any way out. This medallion idea is crazy! But you already know,” said Augie. 
 
    Joe had intended to take a more direct route, but with Captain Strata waiting for his father’s surrender, he had to take the long way around the planet to mask his ship. Joe had listened in horror to the calls from this father, in a weakened state from the radiation sickness. However, around Joe’s neck was the Black Medallion. Sadar had given him the one thing that, in his mind, he did not deserve and now he had to earn it. Though it was a one-way trip since the radiation levels had increased to a much higher percentage and further out from the star than Joe had calculated using Augie. 
 
    “Sorry Augie, you are now part of crazy,” said Joe. “It was good knowing you.” 
 
    “Same to you Joe,” replied Augie. “For my first human, I hope you aren’t the norm!” 
 
    “Always the comedian,” replied Joe. But he knew Augie understood in some strange AI way. They had become quick friends and comrades. AI was an amazing tool that had quickly blurred into an unknown realm of closeness that Joe had not foreseen. It did not seem fair to Joe to drag Augie into his fate, but he had little choice in the situation. 
 
    Radiation weakened his ship’s shields as the engines struggled to power the unarmed fighter, but Joe could not feel the effects. The medallion protected him. 
 
    “Joe, you never answered the incoming COM call,” noted Augie. 
 
    “No need to as long as no one fires on us,” replied Joe. “We need to focus. Is the transmission I recorded still playing?” 
 
    “Yes, I looped it,” answered Augie. 
 
    As the fighter approached Huldra’s star, its heat caused Joe’s canopy to initially fog up. It quickly turned into steam as the moisture from the air humidifier was exceeded. The same transformation was happening to the lubricants in the engines, causing both to run roughly while Joe closed the distance to the star. 
 
    The canopy was crackling. Slightly at first, then a larger crack began to split it down the center. It was a miracle that it had not broken in half. 
 
    The starboard engine seized up first, pushing Joe forward in his seat as the ship slowed to half its thrust. It was not long until the port side engine followed almost the same way. Smoke filled the cockpit. It was light at first, but it grew heavier, reducing Joe’s visibility. Only the ship’s momentum kept it moving toward the star. 
 
    Joe pushed the controls forward while the fighter glided through the frictionless Space. He released his grip at the optimum angle. 
 
    Reaching down for the ejection handle, Joe struggled to pull it. The tension was set to a high level, protecting accidental ejection. Joe tugged hard, leading to a loud explosion that was muffled by the vacuum of Space. Total silence followed. 
 
    Joe was thrown toward the star as the capsule around him pulled away, with the seat explosively detaching, sending the ship in the opposite direction. He was running out of options as he drifted toward the star. His momentum from the ejection had increased his velocity, giving him a slim chance. Joe looked over his suit, checking its condition with an operational status check. The test passed, but soon after, the high radiation warning sounded. With the Black Medallion, Joe would be okay—but only for a short while. 
 
    Huldra’s star was in its final moments with radiation spewing out. This was just part of the star’s life. Its soul would transfer back to the Space where it had come from ten billion cycles before. The star did not care about the Grax, the ISF, or the so-called traitors because it was a natural process. It had been carried out many times, more than even Augie could count. 
 
    Sadness filled Joe’s heavy heart as he understood that his father was most likely deceased, along with everyone else within the star’s radiologic fallout. He had listened to his father’s last words in silence to maintain his covert mission. In fact, his operation was not even approved, and that detail made Joe question his own intent. Was he selfless or selfish? Now, to make matters worse, no one would even know if he failed or succeeded, including Joe himself. 
 
    Joe continued his advance toward the star, knowing that without air friction to slow him down, he would make it eventually. The radiation warning flashing on the arm of Joe’s suit showed a fatal dose, yet he continued. 
 
    His original plan had been to get close enough to the star to carry out his self-approved mission. Now with his vessel destroyed, Joe had become trapped in open Space. Eventually he would be pulled into the star by its gravity. The means no longer mattered to Joe because he had accepted his fate regardless. 
 
    “Augie let me know when I’m close enough,” but Augie did not respond. “Augie!” repeated Joe several more times, but knew it was pointless. The radiation had fried Augie’s system. 
 
    Joe fired his right suit thruster, twisting around for a better view behind him. The Grax, Tourian, and ISF ships all lay disabled. Joe’s trip around Huldra had taken too long. However, he would follow through with his plan since he might save the star for future generations of Grax or allow the Tourians still in other mines a chance to survive. Truth-be-told, Joe had no clue as to if his plan would even work. 
 
    Joe took a deep breath, but he could not sense any air coming into his lungs or hear any sounds of pressurized oxygen hissing in the helmet. He checked his system, which revealed a damaged oxygen generator that was no longer functional. It had been a casualty of a radiation overload. Now the medallion was his only lifeline. 
 
    Joe did not want to get much closer to the star and see his spacesuit burn up from his body while still alive, regardless of the medallion’s power. An understandable desire for the end. 
 
    His thoughts pulled inward. Irrespective of Joe’s combat experience, in the end, he was still a boy. He had long ago surpassed any expectations of himself. He had never planned. Instead, he had followed others, going along with the situation. 
 
    Now at the finish, he realized the full ramifications. Several tears rolled down his cheek, one for his dad, another for the Tourians, even one for the Grax. War was hell and he wanted to give one last gesture of peace that everyone would see. Still, Joe had to focus on the task at hand. He might be a boy, but he would become a man with his next action. 
 
    His thoughts focused. Everything his father had told him about life and war and his responsibility had decisively come to an apex. Joe did not shrink from it but he understood the responsibility of having boundless power through the medallion. He also remembered what Chief Bandor had written in the books on the moon and why he had given up the medallion. 
 
    Joe fired his thrusters, rotating him back around toward the star. He opened his helmet visor to Space and removed the Black Medallion around his neck making sure not to release it prematurely. Then he closed the visor again, but it was a useless motion since he was out of air in his suit. 
 
    Thoughts of Mandy, and then of his life passed through his mind as Joe retracted his arm with the medallion grasped tightly in his hand. With the other hand, he reached for the front thrusters, pressing them to reverse his forward motion. Then released the medallion. Joe had programmed the thrusters to stay on until the fuel was spent, ensuring his path would at least be away from the star for now. 
 
    The medallion hurled forward toward the star and its gravitational well, while life quickly faded from Joe’s eyes. He had sacrificed himself for the greater good. It was his final act, both selfless and heroic. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vi Ryant lifted herself upright. “Magnify the view of that person,” she said. 
 
    The ships’ computer voice replied, “Magnifying.” 
 
    Vi Ryant coughed. The radiation had penetrated her body requiring a constant effort to breathe. She struggled against her own lungs. On the viewing screen appeared the lifeless body of Joe Devlin floating in Space. Vi Ryant struggled to understand his goal in a failed undertaking. His name brought a myriad of feelings of wrongs against her, and now, here he was again. What harm had he done this time, she wondered. 
 
    But she had not fired on him since he had surrendered. Vi Ryant still had honor left and she wanted to remember that she had compassion for the helpless. She was not like her brother and that was what she wanted her last thoughts to be in the end. 
 
    Observing the scene before her, she saw a familiar object. “Further magnify the object in front of him,” ordered Vi Ryant. 
 
    The computer split the screen into two parts. The screen’s left side showed the boy’s body, and on the right side, an object caught in the star’s gravity. 
 
    “Keep tracking and magnify the object so I can see what it is,” ordered Vi Ryant. But she already knew what it was deep down. The radiation levels wouldn’t have allowed any vessel to travel close to a star with current technology. The pilot needed something unnatural to make it as close.  
 
    “Complying,” answered the computer. On the right side, the Black Medallion appeared. 
 
    Why, thought Vi Ryant? Curiosity took over her weakened body, filling her with strength. She watched as the medallion traveled ever faster toward the star, pulled in by the gravitation until the two met. A brilliant flash of light blossomed outward, filling Vi Ryant’s view screen. 
 
    When the two entities touched, the Black Medallion was absorbed by the star, destroying it. All previous attempts had failed; however, this time, not only had it been destroyed, but its power had been transferred to heal the sun. The medallion restored the star’s fuel to that of a young, powerful star. The access energy caused the light to be pulsated outward, blanketing all in its way; the Grax, the ISF, Tourians, and the planet. 
 
    Vi Ryant felt it immediately. The warmth of the light filled her body with strength beyond belief. Around her, Vi Ryant’s crew awoke from their final beds. It had given life back to the lost. 
 
    “Computer,” said Vi Ryant. “What are the radiation levels onboard our ship?” 
 
    “Zero,” answered the computer. 
 
    “Change the view to show Huldra,” she ordered. 
 
    Huldra’s view appeared on the screen but it looked different, and was quickly changing. Half the planet was now free of ice, with a wave of transformation changing the rest. The light was healing Huldra as it pulsed from the star, which was brighter than before and no longer looked like a dwarf star. 
 
    A tear rolled down Vi Ryant’s face. Joe Devlin, the boy she hated so much, had saved her people, the planet, and the star. Joy filled Vi Ryant’s heart so quick that she felt like it would burst. She was grateful beyond measure. 
 
    Without any warning, the communication channels exploded with distress calls, but this time it was from survivors, but how? 
 
    Vi Ryant ordered her vessels to rescue all they came upon, no matter what race. This miracle was not to be wasted. Her compassion had not only returned from but blossomed beyond. She felt reborn. 
 
    “Captain Strata,” said Vi Ryant over the open communication channel. 
 
    “I’m here,” replied Captain Strata. He was somehow alive, and he did not understand why. He remembered Joe Devlin’s transmission, but surely, Captain Strata himself had died on the bridge. Yet, now he was breathing and felt incredibly healthy. His crew had awakened from some unknown state and was repairing the ship’s systems. The ship’s medical ward was now empty, as his chief medical doctor reported a miracle. The wounded had completely healed, and the deceased had returned to life, yet he could not explain it. 
 
    “I’m ready for those peace talks,” said Vi Ryant. 
 
    “Yes, me too,” responded Captain Strata. “But first, let’s get all the people recovered before we worry about that. My weapons systems are offline and will remain so.” 
 
    “My people are ready to help recover anyone they find,” said Vi Ryant. 
 
    “Yes, we’ll do the same. After that, if you can explain what exactly happened, it would be extremely helpful?” asked Captained Strata still in the fog of his miraculous recovery. 
 
    “Agreed,” replied Vi Ryant before adding, “Definitely agreed. Our weapons are offline.” 
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    THE SAKEN PEACE 
 
      
 
    White light flooded and stung Joe’s eyes as he opened them. He was confused by his surroundings as his eyes came into focus. First, he saw Angel’s image sitting in a chair next to the bed where Joe was lying. 
 
    “Well, it’s about time,” said Angel. “I’m disappointed that I almost missed one of our crazy adventures.” 
 
    “Am I dreaming?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Well, no, because if you were, I would be the hero for sure,” joked Angel. 
 
    “Now I know it’s not a dream, with your bad jokes,” replied Joe with a smile. 
 
    “Man . . . and I thought I was getting funnier,” said Angel. “Aren’t friends supposed to laugh at each other’s jokes?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I get nightmares from your jokes,” said Joe, laughing. “But I’m more curious about how I got here. I remember a sun and well . . . the end,” said Joe. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m a little upset about that, but I’ll forgive you this time. Besides that’s the best part.” 
 
    Angel handed Joe a small device the size of a small coin. “I put a tracker on you,” said Angel. “You see I was a little upset that you were up to something without me. It’s a good thing Dumar had told me earlier in the day that you needed to be tracked because you’re always up to something.” 
 
    “Wow, even after giving me the AI!” exclaimed Joe. 
 
    “You mean, Uncle Dumar,” replied Angel teasing. 
 
    “But I didn’t want to risk . . .,” Joe began before Angel cut him off. 
 
    “I’m glad you didn’t ask because who else would have your back,” replied Angel. 
 
    “But I didn’t tell you the details,” said Joe. 
 
    “Yeah, like that’s going to stop your best friend,” said Angel. “Remember that letter to your sister?” 
 
    Joe nodded, yes. 
 
    “And that you made me promise to only deliver it,” added Angel. 
 
    Joe nodded again. 
 
    “Well, when I did, and seeing the look on Emilie’s face . . . I pressed her on it. Plus, I know it’s hard to believe with one of your plans . . . but she thought it was so crazy that she immediately spilled the beans. Of course, the next logical step was to contact James Anthony and steal, I mean misappropriate, a long-range shuttle . . . and a good thing we did, for your sake. Do you know how many hyper jumps we had to make? Wait, don’t answer . . . because it’s one to many.” 
 
    “I remember little after taking a Star Fighter from my . . . oh! My dad? He’s . . .” 
 
    “He’s also recovering. Lots of things have happened while you slept. What you did . . .” Angel choked up a little then cleared his throat. “Well, don’t you ever do it ever again. At least, not without me along.” 
 
    Angel continued after clearing emotions from his throat. “When James, Emilie, and I dropped out of hyperspace, it was a complete mess. Again, I’m happy that you didn’t ask me to come along, even though I would have said yes.  
 
    I probably owe you one for that. The coms chatter from all the survivors was overwhelming. I mean, you saved the dead. You see, that Black Medallion . . . you know the one you hid from me. Well, it had this power to heal. But I think you knew that, or you wouldn’t have done what you did. Getting back to the point, even the folks floating in Space with no ship or no spacesuit . . . well they’re not zombies. They’re one hundred percent alive! That star pulsed with this healing light for several cycles of Huldra, so the effects lasted long enough to rescue them. At least the ones that hadn’t been vaporized like the Admiral. Anyway, I digress.” 
 
    “But how did I get here?” asked Joe again. 
 
    “Still getting to that. Where was I? Oh yes . . . things were a complete mess. Everything was moving, but you weren’t. Our sensors went off the charts for the radiation of where you were at. However, with the tracker, we found you right away,” said Angel. 
 
    “I don’t understand?” questioned Joe. “But I’m alive.” 
 
    “Yep, now you are, but Emilie thinks it took longer for you to heal since you were still floating near the sun. Once we recovered you, well you started to recover, but it took a long time.” 
 
    “How long exactly?” asked Joe. 
 
    “A month,” answered Angel. “We had to put you into a lead box to keep you from making everyone else glow, but slowly and surely, the radiation levels dropped and totally disappeared. But it gets better! The medallion, when it hit the star, well . . . it fixed it all.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Joe. 
 
    “You fixed it all, don’t you see? The dwarf star destroyed the medallion, and when it did, this light ring, or whatever you call it. Well, it shot out and did some pulsating thing-a-ma-jig.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. What happened to the star?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Oh, I’m getting to that, patience. But first, the ring. People are calling it a miracle. Whatever the light hit, healed or started to heal. You took a while longer, of course. I mean, you were completely fried, figuratively, and had more than a full planet’s dose of radiation.” 
 
    “And the Tourians?” asked Joe. 
 
    “All healed on the transport ships. Not to forget in the mines. All released. But it gets better. The ring has kept moving outwards from the point of origin. Whatever it touches—it heals. On now to the best part!” 
 
    Angel moved away from the bed, pressing a button to open the shade to the window. Slowly, the new star appeared with a lush green planet in its orbit. 
 
    “Where are we?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Huldra!” 
 
    “Impossible,” replied Joe. 
 
    “Nope! Again, all you,” said Angel. 
 
    “The Grax?” asked Joe. 
 
    “At peace. You see, Admiral Pearson was relieved of command by Captain Strata and, well, the medallion couldn’t heal what was vaporized. Are you ready for the rest, because there’s more,” said Angel. He was like a kid in a candy store. 
 
    “Okay that’s enough for now,” said an older voice as Master Repair Specialist Dumar walked in. 
 
    “Dumar!” said Joe. 
 
    “Glad to see my tracker paid off. But we’ll fill you in more once you are fully rested. Besides, you have another friend here to see you,” said Master Repair Specialist. 
 
    Sadar walked in with Aazar behind him. 
 
    “Joe, I came to get my medallion back,” said Sadar with a look of concern and with brief pause before laughing. “But I like what you have done with it.” 
 
    “Thanks!” said Joe with a smile. 
 
    “But, Angel, is my father in trouble?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Yes, but that was all sorted out in the end. Your father is now a Captain, promoted on the spot, and he is the Executive Officer to Captain Strata, I mean Admiral Strata.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. He and I are traitors!” said Joe. 
 
    “Well Joe,” said Sadar. “What you did was borrow a few transports with permission from me and the Grax ship, well, also not Bandorian.” 
 
    “Well, almost,” said Angel. “I’m in heck along with James and Emilie. We didn’t have permission to use the shuttle, but we were able to pick up some more of our people in the rescue operation, so the ISF mostly overlooked it.” 
 
    Joe looked slightly relieved. 
 
    “By the way, I now have the most detention at the Space Academy in all the cycles combined. My dad is obviously upset! Well, more upset. Honestly, Joe . . . I’m not sure if he likes you,” said Angel with a smirk. “Emilie and James are now both separated from the service. They just felt it was time for a new career, but at least you will have a new brother-in-law.” 
 
    “Getting married?” 
 
    “Yes, they now have a lot of free time,” said Angel. 
 
    “As for me?” said Joe. 
 
    “Well, you’re probably the most well-known person in all three systems. You’re a hero to the Grax, Tourians, and us! Look on your table,” said Master Repair Specialist Dumar. 
 
    Next to the bed lay flowers and candy, along with a pair of Ensign ranks and the Medal of Valor. 
 
    “Mine?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Yes,” replied Master Repair Specialist Dumar. “You’re done with the Academy. You’ll finish up your studies in ISF military active-duty service. They didn’t want you to influence any other cadets. Plus, this news about the Tourians being from our own people on Bandor, well, you are all over the news.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t answer about me being a traitor,” said Joe. 
 
    “Are you kidding me? You died,” said Master Repair Specialist Dumar. “That medallion and the light thing you caused brought you back. Heck, as Angel said, it brought back everyone still physically together. Plus, not to mention that we’re at peace with everyone. Oh please! A traitor you are not.” 
 
    “And Augie?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Who?” asked Master Repair Specialist Dumar. 
 
    “The AI you gave me,” replied Joe. 
 
    “Oh, you named it,” said Dumar. 
 
    “Him,” replied Joe. 
 
    “Well, I think I can do something with those fried circuits in your head. The memories on the solid-state circuit board should still be there,” reassured Dumar. “The radiation mostly just fried the connector to your neural thoughts.” 
 
    Joe smiled in return. He missed Augie and looked forward to having him back. Then Joe turned to look at the table next to his bed. He reached over the Medal of Valor grabbing the Ensign ranks instead. Joe knew which one truly defined him. 
 
      
 
   



 

 ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 
      
 
    James R. Thomas takes young readers into the world of space travel, teaches them the importance of conservation, and tackles the topic of helping children cope when a parent is deployed in the military. Inspiration for many of his stories emanated from his service and his own family’s challenges with deployments. The author also brings his love of science fiction to life and teaches children to be socially conscious about our planet. 
 
    In his books, James addresses a variety of life issues for young readers. He wants to help children build an awareness of the world around them and empower them to reach for the stars. Through his character, Joe Devlin, children can explore space travel of the future in the Space Academy series’ intergalactic world. Inspired by the author’s deployment to Afghanistan and a promised to write a story for his son, the character Joe Devlin came to life. 
 
    James’ conservation series teaches children the importance of keeping our planet healthy and safe while showing them that every single person, including the reader, can make an impact on the planet. In addition, James has published two stand-alone books. One covers the importance of telling the truth and the other teaches children about allergies. To round out his versatility as an author, James tapped into his own life experiences and crafted a series to help younger children cope with a loved one’s deployment. 
 
    James also has expanded internationally, with his books now published in French, Spanish, Portuguese, and Italian. To round out his versatility as an author, James tapped into his own life experiences as a United States Naval Commander, Naval Pilot, and Marine in his writings. 
 
    James is a graduate of the United States Naval Academy, with a Bachelor of Science in aerospace engineering. He holds an advanced degree in business administration. He is married with a son and a daughter and resides in Chesapeake, Virginia. When he is not writing, he enjoys spending time with his family, playing guitar, and flying. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed 
 
    Joe Devlin: And the Renegades’ Toil 
 
    Space Academy Series, 
 
    read Joe’s earlier adventures: 
 
      
 
    Joe Devlin: And the New Star Fighter 
 
    Book 1 
 
      
 
    Joe Devlin: And the Lost Star Fighter 
 
    Book 2 
 
      
 
    Joe Devlin: In the Moon’s Shadow 
 
    Book 3 
 
      
 
    Joe Devlin: At the Enemy’s Hand 
 
    Book 4 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Visit James R. Thomas paperbacks  
 
    on the World Wide Web  
 
      
 
    at 
 
      
 
     https://sites.google.com/site/childrenpicturebooks/ 
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
* JAVES . THOMRS





