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Introduction
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The Seven Scepters of the Apocryph is a sub-genre of science fiction called a “space opera.” Rather than trying to define it myself, I will quote the source of all online knowledge, Wikipedia:


“Space opera is a subgenre of science fiction that emphasizes space warfare, melodramatic adventure, interplanetary battles, chivalric romance, and risk-taking. Set mainly or entirely in outer space, it usually involves conflict between opponents possessing advanced abilities, futuristic weapons, and other sophisticated technology. The term has no relation to music, as in a traditional opera, but is instead a play on the terms ‘soap opera,’ a melodramatic television series, and ‘horse opera,’ which was coined during the 1930s to indicate a clichéd and formulaic Western movie. Space operas emerged in the 1930s and continue to be produced in literature, film, comics, television, and video games.”​[1]



This book was specifically written to fall squarely within this subgenre.

The Seven Scepters of the Apocryph also has an unusual history.

Early in 2017, I was hired as a ghostwriter by a client to write a novel based on the characters in a short story – and that, I did. The novel I wrote was then published as Rebel Command: Frontier Zero and sold on online as an e-book for a  short period of time.

Just recently, I have purchased all rights to the novel and partially re-wrote and completely re-edited it. I am now publishing it as The Seven Scepters of the Apocryph. It will be available in paperback, e-book, and hardcover formats on various online sites.

I hope you enjoy reading The Seven Scepters of the Apocryph as much as I enjoyed writing (and re-writing) it.
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​Preface
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By 1022 NE (New Era), which would have been 2366 CE (Current Era) in the Earth’s old method of measuring the passage of time, Humankind had become an endangered species, living on the edge of civilized space without a place to call home. They were forced to abandon their homeworld because they had completely destroyed the Earth’s biosphere.  With fewer than an estimated seventy-five thousand Humans left in charted space, every life mattered. However, the few remaining extra-terrestrial refuges Humans had migrated to were continually threatened by rival species, natural disasters, and political in-fighting.

Fortunately, a new class of heroes had emerged to lead humanity into the future, the Order of the Vigilants. Unfortunately, one of the most promising up-and-coming Vigilant captain, Jack Finder, had been exiled due to a tragic happenstance.

Outcast from Human space, he has spent years wandering the vast expanse of space, engaging in whatever kind of activities he could to support himself. Most of these were extra-legal, and all of them dangerous.

As our story begins, a young, naïve xenoarchaeologist who had just discovered an ancient artifact hires the disgraced Vigilant to assist her in finding the seven scepters of the legendary seven Apocryph queens, which are said to have mysterious powers. To accomplish this, the pair must brave alien worlds, evade roving pirates, and understand enigmatic clues left by a long-dead race, all while the whole of civilized space mysteriously crumbles around them.

The Seven Scepters of the Apocryph

A Space Opera

––––––––
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Prologue – The Red Nadir
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Captain Jack Finder methodically strolled around the bridge of his ship, the Vigilant patrol ship Tyro, named after the mistress of Poseidon, God of the Sea from ancient Human mythology. The Tyro was on a routine escort mission to provide assistance and protection to the Human immigration and settlement ship, the Red Nadir. The captain’s stroll was a regular event, done several times a watch. To the casual observer, it would appear he was monitoring his crew’s performance, and he was. He would stop here and there and talk to selected members of his crew, commenting on the displays on their consoles, asking questions about data to which he already knew the answers.

The most important aspect of his walk, and one less obvious, was just his presence. On a warship, just as on the battlefield, it is very important that the commander maintain a good rapport with all under his command, especially when the unit was few in number.

Captain Finder was all you could ask for in a commander. He was tall, well over two meters in height, well proportioned due to his frequent workouts in the ship’s exercise facility and dressed in an immaculately pressed Vigilant officer’s uniform. His black, syntholeather boots were freshly polished and were outshone only by his ever-present smile.

Tyro was a relatively small ship, as warships go, carrying only a light arsenal of small plasma cannons, but she was very quick and maneuverable. Her propulsion system was the latest technology, latest by Human standards anyway. It consisted of a single but very powerful nuclear thermal fusion reactor, nicknamed “the pile.” This reactor also was the main power source for all the other energy needs of the ship. The pile was isolated from the other areas of the ship by a sleeve of liquid hydrogen kept under a pressure of one Earth-atmosphere at a temperature of 18 Kelvin, just below its boiling point of 20.28 Kelvin. The liquid hydrogen served multiple purposes. It was not only a source of fuel for the reactor but also a lubricant to facilitate the rotation of the ship around the pile, allowing it to maintain a consistent attitude much like a gyroscope. The liquid hydrogen also served as an insulator between the ship and the photon-emitting fusion reactor. The revolutionary Pulse Z-Boson engine was capable of near-light speeds. The latest tweaks and tests projected a theoretical limit of as much as ninety-five percent the speed of light, or as it was now referred to, 95 Tal​[2].

Having completed his rounds, Captain Finder took his seat in the captain’s chair in front of the large video screen. He took his seat with a sense of pride and accomplishment. Although a new captain for the Tyro, he was not new to the Vigilants or new to the position. Finder had worked his way up through the ranks, first enlisting as an ordinary recruit with no special skills, then working his way into maintenance, and eventually taking over as head of that area on a very large warship. His captain at that time recognized his potential and pulled some strings to get Finder an invitation to the Vigilant officer’s school. He, of course, jumped at the chance. There, he excelled in tactics and, upon graduation, was assigned as the first officer to do his apprenticeship on a large and prestigious warship. After serving his time there, he asked for and was subsequently granted his own command, the Tyro. That was only three months ago, and since then, he had invested a lot of his time getting to know the crew, and of course, allowing them to know and develop trust in him.

His assignments over that initial period were mostly routine, consisting mainly of uneventful patrols interrupted only by a few minor emergency calls to assist spacecraft having technical problems severe enough to prevent them from conveniently diverting to a maintenance port. When these calls came in, they were immediately classified according to the official Vigilant coding system:


●  “White” signified “dismiss.” It meant although there is or was a problem, it was minor or had been solved or at least ameliorated.

●  “Yellow” signified “observation.” It meant some significant event had occurred that needed further analysis and possible follow-up.

●  “Green” signified “danger.” This was a step below Red and indicated action was required but not necessary immediately.

●  “Red” signified “immediate danger.” It was used to classify the gravest of distress calls which required immediate action but where there was still a chance of survival.

●  “Black” signified “disaster.” This was used mainly after an incident to indicate that it had ended very badly, and usually meant there were no survivors. 



This escort mission for the Red Nadir was Finder’s first assignment of any note. The Red Nadir was a passenger transport. She had come from the Human homeworld, Earth, which was now on its last legs, environmentally. A seemingly never-ending series of wars and ever-increasing pollution had rendered Earth barren of all but Human life a long time ago. Although Humans had finally evolved out of their pitiful, self-destruction behavior several generations ago, the writing was already on the wall. By then, Earth’s environment was too far gone to be saved, and Humans began scouring the stars for a new home. After many unsuccessful attempts at colonization of several different exoplanets in several different galaxies, Humans came into contact with other intelligent species and were told of the “Refuge” and the “Nestle Worlds” who welcomed peaceful immigrants and refugees. Although the “welcoming” part proved not exactly to be true, Humans were finally allowed to establish colonies on constructed habitats and even some of the celestial bodies adjacent to the Nestle complex. The Red Nadir was the last of the official immigration and settlement ships, bringing with her the last of the Earth’s population that had expressed a desire to leave.

Finder brought up the ship’s manifest on his personal console. In addition to the cargo, which mainly consisted of foodstuffs, tools, and building supplies, the ship was carrying fifteen-thousand six-hundred and forty-two passengers, or about twenty-one percent of all that was left of the Human species. Her propulsion system was powered by an old-style fission reactor capable of only 10 Tal at best, and the ship itself had certainly seen its better days. Tyro’s mission was to intercept and escort the Red Nadir to a port on the fringes of the Nestle complex, giving them all assistance necessary, and to defend them in case of assault by pirates or marauders. Pirates, of course, would just be after the cargo, but marauders were non-Human extremists, many ex-military, who resented the migration of Humans to anywhere even close to the Nestle complex. They were just intent on slaughtering as many Humans as possible to keep them from establishing a solid foothold near the Refuge.

“Computer,” Finder ordered, easing back in his chair and propping his feet up on an adjacent console, “give me a visual on the Red Nadir and its current status.”

The computer, an AI-assisted, massively parallel processor, responded in a precise, machine-like voice, “Display enabled. Status is normal.”

Status is normal..., he mused. How could a ship full of Human refugees a full three parsecs from Earth be considered “normal” by any standards except those of a machine?

“Call the first officer to the bridge,” Finder commanded, and then continued his queries, “How are the readings from its engines?

“The starboard engine is only able to operate at ninety-three percent due to a small pressure leak, but that fault hasn’t worsened in over twenty hours now. Everything is within tolerance,” the AI assured him.

“That being the case, I’m going to retire to my cabin. Call me if there is any change in our or their situation.”

“Yes sir,” the AI confirmed. 

As soon as the first officer arrived to relieve him, Finder quickly briefed him and then headed off to his cabin. The first officer was a Faux, one of the only other bipedal species to inhabit the Nestle Worlds and the only non-Human on Tyro’s crew. First Officer Jdonti was supposed to be crewing under Finder as part of an officer-exchange and training program, but Finder suspected his primary assignment was to gather intelligence on the activities and capabilities of the Vigilants. Still, Jdonti was a good officer and had, so far, in the three months he had served with Finder, displayed good skills and judgment. Finder had confidence in his abilities and professionalism and had no qualms about handing over temporary control of the ship to him. However, he still did not completely trust his motives.

As soon as First Officer Jdonti assumed command, he pulled up the log and read every entry since his last watch, making notations as he went. When he was done reading, and in a hushed voice, he commanded the computer to, “Copy these highlighted entries to my personal e-logbook.”

Finder had not been in his cabin long before he got a call from the first officer, “Captain, report to the bridge. We’ve received a Code Yellow distress call.” Finder reluctantly closed the book he was reading, 2001: A Space Odyssey, thinking to himself, This was just getting interesting, and immediately tapped his communications badge and replied, “On my way.” He bounded out of his cabin and walked briskly towards the bridge, quietly humming, “Daisy, Daisy, give me your answer, do,...”

As soon as he arrived, the first officer briefed him. “We’ve received a distress call that I’ve initially classified as Code Yellow...,” he began but was abruptly interrupted. Finder immediately assumed command.

“Jdonti, you are relieved,” he ordered as he moved to take back the captain’s chair. “I have the helm,” he authoritatively announced to everyone on the bridge,” then continued, “Computer, state the situation.”

The AI began, “I have received several distress calls from an Ophidian ship in Sector 733.”

“What kind of distress is she reporting?”

“The ship reports she is now under attack by a single ship of an unknown registry. It has no transponder. They believe it’s a single Zinark pirate ship.”

“What kind of armament or defense systems does the Ophidian ship have?”

“It’s a commercial freighter so has very little armament. The only defense system it has is an older style, metaphasic deflector shield primarily meant to protect the ship from meteor swarms.”

“That’s not much use against plasmablasts, at least not for long,” Finder remarked, turning and speaking directly to Jdonti, who nodded in agreement. “Are there any other Vigilant or Refuge warships in the area? Have any other ships responded to her call?”

“No, Captain.”

“Display her manifest... What?” Finder exclaimed as he sat straight upright, his mouth opening wide in disbelief. “This can’t be! She not only has some very valuable cargo, but she’s full of beings! There are Ophidian, Stanchion, Wisp, and even a few Humans on board.” He checked over the manifest again in amazement, “More than one hundred thousand of them!”

“Yes,” the computer verified, “The Serentis 4 is an Ophidian bulk freighter. She’s transporting cargo as usual, and also these beings to jobs waiting for them at various worlds within the Nestle complex. Although I haven’t checked it out thoroughly, all her paperwork seems to be in order.”

“A slave ship?” Finder asked incredulously, looking around at the crew for support.

“No!” Jdonti protested, “Not slaves. They are low-cost laborers being imported to work at various locations in the Nestle worlds.” 

“Low-cost laborers?” Finder venomously challenged, “That’s just a fancy name for slaves!” Finder was furious, but he knew he couldn’t let his anger interfere with his duty. “Computer, you say she’s in Sector 733. What’s her distance from us?”

“Presently, 5.2 microparsecs,” the AI responded.

“How long would it take us to reach her traveling at 90 Tal?” Finder pressed on, his hands on his hips, already formulating a nascent plant.

“Approximately 9.8 minutes,” came the immediate reply.

“Captain, our orders are to stay with the Red Nadir,” First Officer Jdonti warned. He was not happy with how Finder had relieved him and wanted to remind him that he, too, as the first officer, had some authority on this ship.

“Yes, those are clearly our orders from Vigilant command, but our standing orders from the Nestle Homeworlds Command is to proactively save all beings whenever possible without discriminating based on species,” reminded the AI.

“Computer, does your long-range scan show any traffic in this sector?” asked Finder, hands now firmly planted on his armrests indicating he was about to reach a decision. 

“No, not in this sector. The closest traffic is in the adjacent sector, Sector 735, and its distance is over 100 microparsecs. Our standing orders require us to answer the Serentis 4’s emergency call,” the AI added.

“Captain!” countered First Officer Jdonti, anticipating what Finder was about to do, “Our Vigilant orders are clear! We must remain with the Red Nadir! We must not abandon our post!” he added with as much authority as he could muster.

Finder sat back heavily in the pilot’s seat and swiveled around, looking first at his first officer, and then, one by one, at the faces of all his crew on duty in the control room. They were all silent and waiting on his decision, and yes, it was his decision and his alone.

“Computer,” Finder began, “Send a message to the Serentis 4 telling them we’re on our way and will be there in ten minutes.” First Officer Jdonti took a step back and let out an audible gasp. Finder continued, “Plot an intercept course to the Serentis 4 and proceed immediately at 90 Tal. When underway, send a message to the Red Nadir advising them of the situation, our intentions, and our actions. Tell them we will constantly be monitoring them and will at all times be able to return with any assistance they require within ten minutes.”

“Yes, Captain,” the AI acknowledged.

The rest of the bridge was silent except for the first officer. “Computer, note in the log my objection to this course of action,” he said defiantly, but then stepped back awaiting further orders.

Finder looked at his first officer in disgust, “Computer, change the classification of Serentis 4’s distress call to Code Red. It had obviously been misclassified.” Jdonti winced at that. “Sound the general alarm and order all hands to man their battle stations.”

“Yes, Captain.”

The Tyro was on her way.

*  *  *
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THE TEN MINUTES EN route was more than enough time for the entire crew to assemble at their assigned stations and ready their equipment. They’d done this in hundreds of drills ordered by Finder during the first few months of his captaincy aboard the Tyro. Over time, he’d lessened the frequency but continued the practice of springing surprise drills two or three times a week. Within his required three minutes, all stations had reported in and confirmed, “All systems ‘go!’” that meant they were fully manned and ready for action.

Everything was going well until, “Captain,” the AI suddenly broke in, “I’m getting elevated temperature readings from the pile. I recommend reducing our speed to 50 Tal until I further diagnose this problem.”

“We’re supposed to be good up to 93 Tal!” Finder countered, feeling an uneasy sensation start to build in his stomach.

“The specifications state that 93 Tal is our theoretical limit, but we’ve only run tests ourselves up to 75 Tal. The temperature is rising quickly. I advise throttling back to 50 Tal immediately.”

“Do it,” Finder reluctantly acquiesced. Just a hint of a wry smile started to form on First Officer Jdtoni’s face. Finer noticed it but kept his mind on the crisis at hand, “What’s our new ETA?”

“We’re now within 12 minutes of the Serentis 4.”

“Send messages to both the Serentis 4 and the Red Nadir advising them of the new circumstances. And tell Serentis 4 to hang on!”

“Yes, Captain,” the AI acknowledged.

“Notify me one minute before we are within our weapons’ range,” Finder added, and then all he could do was wait.

*  *  *
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“ONE MINUTE UNTIL WEAPONS’ range,” the AI reported.

“Raise our shields and unlock our weapons so they will be ready to fire as soon as we are in range. Advise the crew and as soon as possible to lock weapons on any ship that is threatening Serentis 4. Then give the crew the authority to fire at will!” barked Finder, now pacing nervously up and down in front of the captain's chair.

“Yes, Captain.”

As soon as the Tryo arrived, the AI successfully located and then attempted to lock all weapons onto the single ship attacking the Serentis 4. Finder and all the crew waited in rapt anticipation for the AI’s okay to fire. Finally, after a long twenty seconds and an exponential build-up of the uneasy sensation in his stomach, Finder blurted out, “Computer! What’s happening? Why are there no firing orders?”

“I am unable to establish a dependable lock. I don’t know why,” explained the AI. “The target ship has some kind of jamming signal that I have not been able to overcome.”

The uneasy sensation was now morphing into desperation, “That’s not something I’d expect to find on a pirate ship. Maybe this ship is a marauder, ex-military, and has been equipped with some black-market equipment,” Finder turned to Jdonti pleading his case.

“We should have never abandoned our post,” was his only reply.

“The target has broken off and is now fleeing,” advised the AI, and then quickly added, “and I’m getting a distress signal from the Red Nadir.”

The morphing was now complete. Finder was officially desperate now. 

A shock of complete surprise rocked Finder. He was quickly enveloped by a cold, creeping fear. Had this all been a ruse? A ploy to lure him away from the Red Nadir? He turned to the computer, “What
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