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CHAPTER 1


JARON‘S WORLD

Jaron stood, at the edge of the balcony and
peered down, to the busy street below. Here, in the lofty altitude
of his private quarters of the largest Temple in Palbo, Tarj Himble
was the ecclesiastical center of Palbo and its sector. It was now
thirty-eight years since the rebellion, which Jaron led to
overthrow the tyrant Brandon Mirak and his enclave of
psycho-surgeons.

Jaron sighed. It hadn’t been easy, watching
the passing of the years. He was now a fifty-three year old,
short-lifer.

He looked down across the bay, as the
floaters were loading, at the markets. The people appeared so
small, down there. Jaron reflected upon the tragedies that seemed
to contaminate his life, since he had arrived. It was almost
immediately after the rebellion that his trusted friend and mentor
Letone, who had brought him out from the villages of Sequetus 3,
had passed away on his home planet, in the Pleiades. Jaron was
prepared for that loss but wasn’t ready for what was to evolve
further. As the years had rolled on, his contact with the Pleiades
and the Aaron lessened and his role was to gradually become
Protector of the Temple.

As Protector, he had taken his assigned duty
of uniting the Temple of Jilta with its newest Temple, Palbo. This
was the most important step in Temple history, since its exodus
from Sequetus, to the planet Jilta.

Palbo was the old time original home of the
old Federation. Since the Temple and the subsequent taming of
Palbo, the Federation had evolved from a series of feudal styled
space-opera states, to ecclesiastic market-styled democracies.
Whole sectors of the Galaxy were now run, using the market
theories, from the source of the Temple philosophy, Goren Torren.
Templars and civilians alike, upheld his magical ability and way of
life and behavior. By following his teachings, individuals and
civilizations seemed to expand ethically and healthily, throughout
the Galaxy.

It was the Palboan Empire that had spawned
the original Federation and the Royal Families, who ruled through
the then known sectors of the Galaxy. That was over two-millennium
ago.

However, Jilta had become the center of the
Federation and with its own Royals, had overthrown the Palboan
Empire, and thus, the psycho-surgeons that had controlled them.
That was a thousand years ago.

The influence of the psycho-surgeons since
then had been strengthened, with an export from Earth – Sequetus 3
– of a similar mental culture. The Palbo Empire was on its way up,
again.

The new control exerted by the
psycho-surgeons, together with the psychrons, soon stretched, to
control all the known realms of the old Federation and the Palboan
Empire. That was, until the Temple arrived. It was the Temple that
had grown, and it hadn’t opposed the Warp Drive Bank that
controlled the monopolies of transport in the Galaxy. The Bank was
based also in Palbo. The Temple merely used the Bank, to expand its
own control to outreach, to create new Outer-Worlds, to populate
and colonize.

It was from these worlds that the Palboan
Empire felt threatened, and it was these worlds that the tyrant
Brandon Mirak had tried to wrest control of. He, and his
psycho-surgeons, through the use of mental implants, had managed to
undermine the Temple control of the Outer-Worlds. This was being
followed, by an almost successful military assault on Jilta.

It was here, in this soup of galactic
turmoil, that Jaron appeared. He had been transported from
Sequetus, the adopted home planet of Torren, to the Pleiades, where
he became part of the Boguard. From there, as a Boguard leader, he
had been sent, to follow pirates that Brandon Mirak had inflicted
upon the Temple worlds. This in turn, eventually led Jaron, via
other planets, to Palbo. It was here, that he was victorious.

It was now here in Palbo City Centrum, the
capital city of the planet, that he had found the grizzly reality
of what the Palboan psycho-surgeons had been planning for the
Galaxy; total thought-control of all.

It was in this last ditched defense of an
invasion, that Jaron had rescued the daughter of the Master
Templar, the once most powerful man in the Galaxy, the man who
oversaw all Temple growth, from the planet of Jilta. It was here,
in Palbo, that Jaron stared into the eyes of the daughter of the
Master Templar, felt her mind, and realized the horror of what had
been done to her.

The psycho-surgeons had believed, that in
controlling this girl, Anki, her father would give up his seat on
the Temple. However, the Master Templar had refused to falter from
his post, and she also, had refused to be controlled. The
psycho-surgeons had, in their turn, removed part of the lower
frontal lobes of her brain.

Anki had been bright and fiery, until her
internment on Palbo. Jaron knew what would follow, an inquisition
of unrestrained anger, from Jilta. It would also see an influx of
short-lifers, from Outer-Worlds. They would avenge with long-life
Palboan slaughter.

The Master Templar mourned his daughter, but
he knew that revenge on the long-lifers, the original inhabitants
of the Galaxy, would serve only to split the Galaxy further, and
replace an oppressive militaristic regime with a repressive
theocratic one. This was not the way of the Torren, or the
Temple.

Neither, was this the way of the Boguard.
They had worked silently, for thousands of years, behind courts and
governments, ethically threading and weaving the Galaxy together,
though without its knowledge.

The Boguard were often in inner centers of
government, and even the Temple court itself, but none knew of
their connections. Their goal was a galaxy with no war, and a
civilization that could expand and be at peace with itself. These
were the unstated aims of the Boguard, whose origin in the Pleiades
had been successfully kept secret, from outsiders.

The Boguard also foresaw what was about to
eventuate. For them, the future was just another memory which,
hadn’t been recalled yet. So, searching the future for what had
happened, but not yet been presented, enabled predictions and
solutions to problems not yet realized. Nevertheless, this
knowledge and skill was in the hands of only an elite few.

Jilta was now very distant from the center
of the Temple movement, as it spread slowly to the other side of
the Galaxy; new colonies were being settled, further away. The
Boguard foresaw a religious junta, that one-day would likely take
the lives of billions and trillions, splitting the Galaxy into
warring religious factions. This, they now strove to prevent, but
for every act, that they committed, which altered time and its
path, a multitude of differing results for the future were
presented. These needed constant monitoring, so as to bring the
correct future into being.

Jaron had accepted his instructions from his
old mentor, Letone, and married Anki, the daughter of the Master
Templar, thereby consolidating the power of the Temple, in the
inner sectors of the Galaxy on Palbo. This gave the short-lifers
and the Outer-Worlds security, and as predicted, the oncoming
foreseen junta had been delayed.

Jaron loved Anki. Though she couldn’t speak
much at all, he could know her thoughts which formed a
communication bond, between them. The Boguard surgeons had worked
miracles, and after what Letone had called mind-healing, Anki was
able to regain some of her former life. Generally though, she was
unable to offer anyone, more than pleasant company. Then again, she
knew what her role was now, and she presented the Galaxy three
sons, followed by a daughter.

Ω

Jaron looked at the horizon, of far hills,
outside the city. The patchwork of agricultural land played tricks
with the eyes, as clouds’ dark shadows danced, like puppeteers.

Jaron could also see some heavy darker rain
clouds, coming in from the coast. They reminded him of the turmoil
that he had felt, when he had discovered his eldest son was dead,
at the bottom of the Temple walls. He had fallen from the very
window, which Jaron now stood at. That was twenty-seven years ago,
not long after the birth of their second son, Tubin. Tubin was only
three years old at the time, and had been playing on the other side
of the room, when his older brother fell to his death.

Jaron cursed himself, as he recalled again
what had happened. Normally, the children were never left
unattended, but on this occasion, all had left the room for some
inexplicable reason. Jaron himself had exited for a reason, which
he couldn’t fathom. He recalled finding himself outside the room,
wondering what he was looking for there; then having turned, he
stepped back in, only a few seconds, later.

Jaron recalled what he had seen. As he
opened the door, there was Tubin playing, exactly where he had been
left. Jaron looked around for his eldest son and asked Tubin, who
looked up surprised, and pointed to the open balcony door, twenty
pacs away. Jaron stared, in disbelief. Instantly, he knew what had
happened. He ran to the open door, which could only be opened by
his own personal key. How could the doors have been opened and how
did he fall? His key was in his hand.

It was still a mystery, today. For a
fleeting moment, Jaron looked at Tubin, and realized that even if
he had wanted to, he couldn’t have made the distance and back, in a
few seconds, to push his older brother to his death. Besides, that
couldn’t explain how the door had somehow been opened, when Jaron
had the only key. It was a mystery, to be never solved.

Jaron recalled the profound grief that Anki
had experienced, followed by months of deep guilt and emotional
roller-coastering. She wouldn’t look up at Jaron; she felt as
though the whole episode was his fault. However, it was only months
later that she had forgotten all about the incident, and her life
continued in the land of memories past, fleeting in and out of real
existence.

Jaron recalled their joy, two years later
when she gave birth, to their next son. The Temple was alive again
and so was Anki. Jaron thought that there was a chance that she may
even be normal, again. He recalled at how she stared at the baby
that was now in her arms, as it fed from her breast.

Jaron recalled his horror, when their new
son was found dead in his cot, only three weeks later.

Jaron reeled, as the past events hauntingly
cascaded through him. The events that followed the autopsy revealed
that the child had died of asphyxiation, and the replays of the
videos in the nursery, showed the child to be alone in the room, as
he died.

Jaron recollected seeing their new child via
the screen simply lying there; its eyes strangely open, stare, and
then close. The cause of death? No one knew.

Jaron lamented that his life had slipped
through his fingers. Being from Earth, Sequetus 3, he was a
short-lifer. Anki was a half long-lifer, and would survive him, by
many years, but she seemed to have lost the zest for living.

They finally had one other child together,
and that was a daughter, named Albine. Soon after her birth, six
years ago, Jaron ordered that she be removed to a place, which not
even he knew about. His wife, Anki wasn’t to know the whereabouts
of this place, either. It was well away from Palbo and whatever had
haunted Jaron and his family.

Jaron turned from looking at the day
outside, to look around the empty room. He remembered when he had
promised himself and Anki that it would be full of laughter, and
children, and one day grandchildren. Now, it was so dead and
lifeless.

In addition, Jaron's senses had seemed to
dim, over the years. He recalled what his mentor had taught him,
which was that his mind was superior, to all that could be thrown
up, against him. It was superior to the material universe. Those
abilities that he had been taught, were but now, a hollow dim
memory. He could no longer perceive and no longer pervade the
material universe, with the ether of his own thought. The universe
was no longer a tool; for him to command.

His abilities began to diminish so slowly at
first, that he wasn’t aware of the change. It was as though those
things, which had been shown, were only a figment of his
imagination. They seemed as elusive now as the Boguard; who no
longer made contact with him. That last contact had been well over
a decade ago. Jaron wondered sometimes, if they were part of his
imagination, now.

There was a knock on the door. The person
knocking didn’t wait for acknowledgement, but opened it,
himself.

Jaron smiled. It was Tubin, his one single
great joy, in life.

Tubin entered, wearing full military parade
dress. He had just come from a full rehearsal and inspection, of
the Imperial Templar Guard.

Imperial Templar Guards were appointed, by
invitation only. They were selected from the larger Temple Guard.
Since the fall of the Palboan Empire, there were no more galactic
kingdoms or singularly great political entities. What remained, was
a fragmented group of interested parties, of which the Templars and
the Warp Drive Bank were the largest. Each had their own armies and
vehicles, to protect their own interests, which sprawled across the
Galaxy.

Politically, a thread of constitutions had
been agreed upon by the interested political, economic and
ecclesiastic groups, and they held the Galaxy together. These
included mining groups, large intergalactic ship building groups,
the Warp Drive Bank, the Temple and others, and they could all
lobby each other for power.

There was also a loose intragalactic treaty,
that planets agreed to and it was this, which enabled the Galaxy to
revolve, fairly. There was no longer the need for galactic
conquest, for the armies of planets were controlled commercially,
and powerful groups directly controlled the planets, who hosted
them. The Galaxy was now seen as a unique organism, in its own
right. It needed every other part of the Galaxy, to operate in a
self-determined way, for every other part to survive. Each planet
was like a small cell, within the body of a larger galaxy. There
was no longer a place for the self-destructive acts that had
preceded the overthrow of Palbo. For one planet to attack another,
was now unthinkable. To ensure this, it was unconstitutional for
any political body or government to bear arms, beyond the bounds of
defense. Otherwise, they lost their interplanetary trading and
travel rights.

Tubin was to inspect the Imperial Templar
Guard in two days hence; the Day in Remembrance, for those that
fell throughout the Galaxy, in defiance of the tyrant Brandon
Mirak.

Jaron smiled at his son. He was strong, bold
and was a good leader in the Guard. He would serve the Temple, and
his grandfather, the Master Templar, very well.

Ψ


CHAPTER 2


THE TALKON

Jaron and Tubin were being escorted back to
the Temple Palace. On either side of them, was the Imperial Templar
Guard, a guard of highly trained officers, whose sole purpose was
to protect the occupants of the palace. They were an elite version
of the Temple Guard, and very slightly different.

Jaron had always felt uneasy, within their
presence, but as it was his son who had embodied the idea, and
mobilized the unit, and as it was after the unusual deaths of their
other sons, Jaron found no justified objection. Still, there was
something odd about them, but he couldn’t find a solution, to
whatever disturbed him.

Tubin was edgy this morning and was arguing
with his father, over an old issue. “Father, I see no reason why my
own sister's location should be kept secret, from my mother and I.
How do I know that she is safe at all? How could I protect her, if
she was in danger?”

Jaron stopped mid stride, turned to Tubin
and said, gruffly, “The subject isn’t open for discussion, so
please don’t press this sore point, any further.”

“Well then, at least tell me why you won’t
share her location, with me!” Tubin was becoming more assertive in
his approach.

Jaron looked at his son. “No,” he simply
said.

Jaron could see an old friend, up ahead. He
smiled.

Tubin turned a dark shade when he saw her,
and quietly said with suppressed resentment, “Father, I thought
that we agreed that you wouldn’t be seeing this crazy woman
again.”

Jaron was beginning to feel short fused with
his son, this afternoon. He turned, and keeping a hushed voice, he
replied. “This woman, as you put it, was one of the heroines of the
liberation, from the Palboan Empire. Without her, we would never
have won. She is welcome here, anytime. Besides, whether you
believe it or not, she saved the life of your mother, on more than
one occasion. Enough now, I’ll see you later.”

Jaron turned from his son, broke through the
guard, and stepped into open space.

He smiled into the tired eyes of his female
battle companion. “How are you, Amy?” he asked.

She took him by the arm, as they entered the
palace and were soon into its upper levels. Moments, later they
were in Jaron's ante-chamber, looking out over Palbo City Centrum,
away from the eyes of the Imperial Templar Guards. She opened the
window and looked down, to the streets of teeming masses,
below.

“I’m well, my Lorde. It’s out there, that
I’m worried about. I have been getting more premonitions of the
future, and they worry me,” she said.

Jaron turned and stared into the woman's
eyes, “You mean, like before?”

“Yes, my Lorde. I had the premonitions, six
times before your first son's death. I saw him falling and falling.
I saw him being pushed, but never by who.”

“And this time?”

A tear drop formed in her eyes, as she
looked at Jaron. “Burning, and I see the hands, but never who, only
the ring of the Talkron on the left hand. It’s still Anki, who dies
inside a big red triangle.”

“This new premonition, how many times
now?”

“Three times, my Lorde.”

Jaron stood looking towards the far hills.
It was a perfect day, out there. The air was gradually cooling, as
the afternoon's sun cast shadows, providing relief for those, who
had reveled too much, during the holiday.

Quietly, he said, “Do we have any more
information; on the Talkron?”

“No, my Lorde. The Talkron is a great wild
bird, from the northern continents of Palbo. It was thought
extinct, until three thousand years ago and has been growing in
numbers, ever since. As to any group, that bears the Talkron
symbol, on a ring, their existence has never been proven. Rumors
and myths still abound, as to the existence of their secret
society, but I haven’t been able to prove it. The unfounded claim
is they once ruled over Palbo, before it became a space faring
empire, and that it still rules in secrecy.”

Jaron nodded. He also had feared that such
was possible. For him, the Temple had grown to such a proportion,
that he no longer had much control, over it. To travel to its outer
most worlds, would take years. Who knew what was brewing, on the
other side of the Galaxy. Who knew what was occurring, in the
Temples of the far-Outer-Worlds?

Over the next two hours, Jaron listened to
Amy's tales of the far-Outer-Worlds. He heard how the word and
message of The Torren had been changed and perverted, to suit the
economic whims; of a few ruling bureaucrats. Amy warned him that
the Temple and its frontiers had grown so large, that it had become
impossible for the Temple to administrate them.

Amy gave Jaron a brief report on the
education of his young daughter, for it was only Amy, who Jaron
trusted with her care. Jaron knew that this hurt his son Tubin, in
not being able to see his own sister, but after the death of his
other sons, Jaron had decided that at least one in his family
needed to be away, from the planet Palbo. Jaron was even content
for himself, not to know of her whereabouts.

According to Amy, his daughter was well and
enjoying herself. Amy would show her the films of her father and
she was very proud of him. She was now twelve years old and soon
would become a young woman, a short-lifer, like her father. In
addition, she was well liked, by those who cared for her.

Jaron, by his own command, decided that in
her interests of safety, he shouldn’t know what she looked like; he
wouldn’t be shown or given images of her, for fear that they would
be intercepted by his enemies. These were hard decisions.

Jaron gazed beyond the city, to the hazy
warm hills, on the horizon. He turned to Amy. “So, you’ll be gone
for another eight Standard Months. There is no chance of you
returning, sooner?” he asked. Jaron looked at the fighting woman,
who had saved the Temple, decades ago. He didn’t know where she
would go and wouldn’t ask. She kept her own counsel, and though
many would say that she was crazy, Jaron believed that she was
ideally suited, to raise his daughter.

She slowly took his hands and looked at
them, and then into his eyes. His eyes seemed to be more distant,
this visit. “My Lorde, there are many other adventures that take me
away. I shall return, in the due time.” With that, she gently
dropped his hands. She didn’t tell him of her most dreaded
premonition, and that was that after Anki dies, Jaron would kill
her, Amy, by his own hand. She turned and left the balcony.

Jaron stood there silently, looking out over
his domain. He seemed only a shell of his former days. His memory
of his home planet, Sequetus 3, seemed to have almost gone. In
fact, he wasn’t certain of what he could remember, any more. It
seemed that with the passing of days, that life became more
predictable and dull. With the dullness, came an apathy, which
seemed to drain him of the will to do more for the Temple. This was
his secret that he shared, with no one.

Jaron turned, slowly. The sun had set,
during his reminiscence, of how things were. He stood, fixing his
attention on the red afterglow of sunset. Images seemed to pervade
his mind; fighting, flames and ships on fire; up and out there, in
space. Were the images real? Had he really been a fighter, as he
recalled? What was he now? It was becoming increasingly difficult
to tell.

He strode back into the palace room, looked
around and saw the guard with his watchful son, Tubin.

“Father,” cried Tubin, “I see the witch has
gone. You do know that she is suspected of heresy, and that it has
been only her connection to you, that has kept the Grand Council
from hearing of her crimes?”

Jaron stared at his son. It seemed to jolt
his memory and he said harshly, “That woman saved this planet from
the onslaught of the psychrons and the insane Brandon Mirak. You
shouldn’t forget that.”

Tubin walked up to him, slowly. “Father,
you’re not one to talk. You don’t seem to be one to recall much of
your life, let alone someone else’s. We all know that you’re unable
to remember further than a few years ago, a result of an illness
that you contracted,” he said, wryly.

“That woman, Amy is nothing, but a
freeloading witch,” he continued, “and if you don’t do something
about her, then the general population and the voice of the people
will force the Temple, to act. Do you understand that, or are you
becoming too senile, to understand even Standard?”

A year ago, Jaron would have reacted to such
a statement, with rage, but today Jaron simply stood there and
watched, as his son stalked off, escorted by ten of his guard. He
had no answer. What could he say? Yes, he did find it hard to
recall things now, and perhaps, the boy was correct. Maybe he was
senile. How many decades had it been, since he had taken Palbo from
the psychrons and their puppet administrators? Was it three? He
hardly knew any more. What was the past, if it couldn’t be
accurately recalled? What future was there, for a person, when the
experience of the past couldn’t be drawn upon? Jaron wondered all
this and then wondered; if he really had a future.

Consequently, he was very thankful that the
Temple would survive him, and that he had been a part of it, no
matter what the future held, now.

Ψ



CHAPTER 3

THE CORDUKES

The taller male looked out, over the dry
sands outside. The sand seemed to blow continuously, towards the
horizon. The window was made of shatterproof glass; the room was of
hollowed out of sandstone. Most rooms were underground, with a
select few at surface level, looking out from the side of a
hill.

This was the home of the Cordukes, a secret
religious network, far from the hub of the Temple.

Outside, was the peak of summer, at
fifty-seven degrees above freezing. In the winter, the temperature
would drop to below zero, and in between times, the air outside was
indeed pleasant. However, nobody went outside, without
protection.

Caraday was the Base Leader of the Cordukes.
Caraday's father had been a Corduke, in the early days of the
network’s formulation, thirty years ago. Unknown to none, but the
closest aides of the Master Templar, and of course the Cordukes
themselves, the Cordukes had been set up, under the sole command of
the Master. Their role was to protect the Temple movement, from
within and without. From within, the Cordukes had to protect the
Temple from the ever-internal politics of competing planets and
Temple factions. From without, the Cordukes had to protect the
Temple from known enemies. This was a network, which stretched,
from the far reaches of the far-Outer-Worlds, to the inner-court of
Jilta. The protection the Cordukes offered, was in the form of
intelligence gathering and prediction. It was not the role of the
Cordukes, to actively change or alter events, surrounding the
Temple by physical interference, unless the Temple was imminently
threatened. Such threats were seldom.

The network functioned by reporting data to
the Master Templar. Other arms of the Temple then acted upon this
data, diplomatically, economically, or militarily.

Within the Corduke network, secrecy ruled.
Only the most senior of the network knew much about its
interplanetary operations. Most that worked within the confines, of
the network, did so only, on a need-to-know-basis. Very few knew
where other bases of Cordukes could be found, or to whom they
really served. Such were the binds of secrecy, and thus was the
effectiveness of the network.

Caraday turned. Two subordinates flanked
him. The three of them were dressed in casual black cottons, black
nylop boots and a wide heavy-duty black nylop belt. The rank was
designated on the left epaulet.

The door opened and in walked a strong
middle-aged woman, also in black cottons. Her subordinates, one
male and two female, were waiting by the door.

Caraday extended his hand with a broad
smile, and spoke in his deep gravelly voice, befitting his rugged
masculine features. “Amy, welcome back, so soon. I read your
debrief. It reads similar, to what our other sources have been
informing us. How bad is Premier Jaron?” he asked.

Amy looked outside, to the simmering
airwaves of the desert, pleased to be inside. She seated herself
and looked at Caraday. “Jaron is detraining faster than I thought
could be possible.”

“Poison?” asked Caraday.

Amy sighed. “It’s possible.”

“Psychrons?”

Amy shook her head slowly. “There seems to
be no evidence that they survived The Purge. The death penalty for
any found practicing the mystic arts of psychronics, or the more
evil psycho-surgery, seems to have driven the practice off planet.
I think it unlikely, for it to resurface, for at least a
century.”

Caraday looked out over the drifting hot
sands and turned back, to Amy, “If he isn’t being poisoned by
psychrons and their mind warping drugs, then who? It’s the only way
to interfere with our ability, which I know of.”

Amy shook her head. “I have no firm idea,
but there are suspicions, surrounding members of Jaron's court.
There is definitely a strange feeling of hostility, in that city. I
can feel it, but I can’t locate its origin.”

Caraday turned and watched, as the hot wind
picked up loose sand, blasting it silently, towards their
window.

Ω

FOUR MONTHS LATER

Jaron was looking out, over the city. It was
just as it was, on any winter day. The air was clear, the
temperature moderate, with the chance of an afternoon storm.

The wind had risen from the streets below
and carried with it, the familiar sounds and smells of the thriving
city palace.

As he lifted his hands from the balcony
railing, his knees shook. He looked around himself. It was the
balcony, the building was shaking.

Jaron looked for a source and then, in a
split second, came the sound of an explosion, inside the building,
which then echoed through the streets, below.

Jaron didn’t know what was going on.
Shouting ensued, then another explosion, and now sporadic sounds,
of stunner guns.

Before Jaron could decide to dash inside,
the doors to the balcony exploded outwards. Jaron went crashing
into the railings and collapsed. In a semi-conscious state, he
recognized the shouting of voices, further explosions and
footsteps.

Forces were tugging at his arms. He was
rising and others were falling. The Imperial Templar Guard was
surrounding him on the floor. There was another explosion, and then
smoke.

Jaron lapsed, into a deep
unconsciousness.

Ω

FIVE HOURS LATER

“What do you mean you
didn’t get a tracer in?” Tubin was getting agitated.

The senior Imperial Templar Guardsman
hedged, before answering, his voice uncertain, “My Lorde, they
attacked so fast and with such lightening efficiency, that there
was no time to place tracers on any of the craft, or the
personnel.”

“What life was lost?”

“Sixteen personal Imperial Temple Guard
died, along with thirty-seven other guards against, the
outsiders.”

“What of my mother?”

“She died, as planned, with a stunner to the
head, at point blank range.”

Tubin smiled and looked away. “Excellent,
perhaps whoever saved my father, may be able to be implicated in my
mother's death,” Tubin mused. If he was clever, he could blame his
mother's death on a fictional group, referred to as the Aaron.

Tubin never believed the stories and rumors,
which had abounded Palbo, about the existence of this secret race,
from an unknown planet, who had come in on the side of the Temple,
against the tyrant, Brandon Mirak. Those stories were for old
fools, and those that couldn’t face up to the fact that Brandon
Mirak was an insane leader. It seemed that the general population
of the old Palboan Empire needed to believe in the mystical
existence of the Aaron, to excuse their failure.

Now, Tubin was presented with an excellent
opportunity, to explain the disappearance of his father, saying
that he had left the Temple, for the mysterious Aaron, while the
same Aaron had killed his mother, for their own mysterious ends. In
fact, it was an excellent story. There was no Aaron, and as such,
the story could never be proven wrong. No one would suspect Tubin.
It would leave him, holding all the power in of the old Palboan
Empire. His dreams were becoming real.

Ψ


CHAPTER 4


AKEALA

A twelve year-old girl was waiting anxiously
by the exit port. She found it hard to keep still, as her
excitement grew. Her Aunt was coming to see her, and she was now
only a K away. The girl watched, as the hover-vehicle cruised over
the wavering scorching hot sands, coming to a complete halt.

A solitary masked figure exited from the
craft. It walked over to the outer chamber of the port, and then
stepped inside.

Akeala watched, as the decam-rays danced
brightly around the figure, cleansing it. A green light flashed and
the inner door to the port opened.

The figure removed the mask, stepped inside
and in one fast movement, she had swooped down, to hug the twelve
year old.

“Aunt Amy,” cried Akeala excitedly. “Did you
see Papa?”

Amy held the girl by the shoulders and
looked into her eyes. “Yes, I saw him, and he is well.” Amy thought
the girl wasn’t yet ready for the truth. “I have some view-time of
he and your brother Tubin, as they left the Temple on High-Holiday
- the day of the death of Lorde Torren.”

Amy sighed and wondered if Akeala even
recalled her birth name, of Albine, now. This renaming was another
precaution to protect her against being found.

Amy handed the girl the cards. They would
show news transmissions, of her father, her brother and the Temple.
Akeala scrambled over to the far side of the room, and together
they descended to the next level, down.

The lift doors opened and the large communal
expanse showed smaller living quarters at the end, accommodating
three families.

Akeala had been fostered by a family of
Cordukes, who had agreed to pose as miners for the Galaxy, on
Rambus.

Rambus, once on the outside, was now in the
geographic center of the swelling expansion of the Templar
movement. However, due to the infection of the planet parasite,
pixiis, the small Sleebo insect that laid eggs in mammal bodies,
which then sent the host bodies insane, the planet was mostly
avoided.

This then became the perfect cover for the
central headquarters, of Corduke intelligence. The Cordukes
reactivated the old aluminum sand-mine harvesters, but with
preventative enclosures installed, to protect the occupant from the
dreaded pixiis.

The aluminum ore was still harvested, as it
had been decades before, with the usual ore carriers docking
overhead. Nonetheless, ships were reluctant to receive their load;
for fear that one of the dreaded insects could get aboard and
infect their crews. Thus, Rambus was not the planet that a crew
would want to visit planet-side, recreationally. Visits were short
and to business, if at all.

This served the Cordukes well.

Akeala's foster parents operated the
harvester, for this planetary region. They had to keep the
harvesters operational, for if the Cordukes didn’t, then another
mining company would, and that was a risk to be avoided. The
Cordukes took up all the mining share options on Rambus and
produced sufficient, so others couldn’t claim that the planet was
under-exploited. Aluminum was a scarce, but needed element in the
Galaxy and production was at a consistent level. Furthermore, the
mining gave the Cordukes independent outside income, which was
sometimes important.

Akeala's foster father walked in. The door
swished closed, behind him. He saw that Akeala was watching the
events of Palbo, of only a few months past, on the large
screen.

He was a large man, quiet and unassuming. He
nodded approvingly at Amy, in his own knowing way. He smiled, as he
too, had become engrossed in the events of the past High-Holiday on
Palbo.

After a moment, he quietly ushered Amy to
the other side of the room.

He looked over to the screen, to ensure that
Akeala was still engrossed in viewing the events of her father. He
whispered softly. “I thought you would be here. I have word; from
Base Leader Caraday. The abduction went wrong. The mission has lost
Lorde Jaron.”

Amy felt her steel-like frame sag. She
looked over towards the youngster, by the view-screen and back. In
as few seconds as possible, she bid Akeala and her foster father
good-bye, and was soon skimming back, over the desert sands.

Ω

In two hours, she had reached the southern
region, which contained the decision making nerve center of the
Cordukes, on Rambus.

Amy was watching a screen that showed parts
of space, displaying various stars and their systems.

Caraday had given the floor to the younger
captain, who had just returned from mission. The captain's name was
Castano, strong, short and very precise - crisp. Very military and
proper, thought Amy. His uniform was neat, his hair not out of
place, and he was sporting a ship-shape moustache. Amy sighed. He
was surely from the latest batch of Corduke recruits, just shipped
in from Jilta; another one, to show the old colonials, how to
behave. Amy wondered how he would do, in battle.

She listened, as the new Castano outlined
what had gone wrong. He was referring to a great void in space on
the screen, which showed some smaller constellations being less
bright, than those regions around them.

Castano continued, “It seems that our
mission ship hit a stray field of psychotronic mines, which had not
been cleared up, from the earlier days of the Palboan Empire. Its
cleanup was incomplete, because the area of space it covered, was
of low economic advantage, and had been of little tactical use, to
anybody. Even in the days of Mirak, this region was a forgotten
wasteland.”

Amy had a question. “Why then was the
mission going through this area, in the first place? Surely if
mines were known about, and the area doesn’t lead to anywhere, then
it makes no sense to have gone there.”

Castano looked at her uneasily and answered.
“It was felt that if the enemy, who we knew, were about to
assassinate Jaron, were to place a tracer on him, or any of our
ships then by the time we had found such an element, we would have
been over the area of the mines and that would have prevented
anyone from following. Also, we had calculated the chance of being
struck by a mine in that region as being remote, as records show
that there were very few mines laid.”

“So much for calculations,” said Amy,
quietly to herself.

She listened to Castano, as he outlined the
rescue plans. “It isn’t known for certain, if any of that mission
survived the impact of the mines. We have a few Temple
representatives from the area keeping an ear out for any news, but
the Temple isn’t well liked there. In fact, the people who dwell in
the region, are inhospitable.”

Amy asked another question. “So you’re
mounting a search and rescue mission, correct?”

“Yes, but it isn’t a large party, as we
don’t want to draw attention to who we are, or who we are searching
for.”

“You leave when?” she asked.

“In four days time,” replied Castano.

“Does the Master Templar know?” asked
Amy.

“Not at this stage. It has been thought more
prudent not to tell him, yet, as there are known spies within the
inner-court, and we want a head start, in finding Jaron.”

“I see; then count me in your mission,”
instructed Amy.

Castano sighed loudly and then looked to his
superior, Base Commander Caraday. “Sir. I think this isn’t the
place and time for a party of ...volunteers. We need....” and he
hesitated, as he looked towards Amy, “young persons who are able to
withstand discipline, and the hectic pace that will undoubtedly
exist, when we arrive.”

Caraday glanced at Amy raising, an eyebrow
and smiling, before she could explode. He gently said, “Captain,
she’ll be going along. That would be the will of Lorde Jaron, if he
were here. There is no further discussion on this. Have the mission
ready, on time.”

With that, Caraday stood, turned and left.
Amy quickly followed. Castano stood there scowling until one of his
aides stepped over. “I heard that she is a tough old bird,
sir.”

Castano turned on the aide. “Trooper, please
never tell me what I don’t want to hear. I have never been on a
mission with a woman, and I don’t intend to start now, especially
with one, who is old enough to be my mother.”

Castano didn’t wait for a reply, but stormed
out of the room, mumbling about backward inept colonials.

Ψ


CHAPTER 5


LOST

MONTHS BEFORE

Jaron roused from his state of giddiness. It
seemed that he kept collapsing and passing out. He looked around
himself, again. He was no longer in the Temple. The dream he had
about the fighting, must have been real. He was in a bed, and from
the look of it, it seemed military. The walls were embossed
aluminum, which led him to think that he was in some form of
spacecraft. He couldn’t recall the last time that he had been on a
spacecraft, but he knew that he was in one; now.

As he pulled the bed linen away, a side door
swished open and in walked three people, all in civilian clothes.
Jaron thought that he recognized one of the markings, in the corner
of a tunic. It looked like one of the Templar religious orders. He
looked at the men.

The senior of them came the closest. “We
apologize for any inconvenience that you may be suffering, but it
wasn’t us, who gave you the bad bruises on your head. You’re in
safe hands now. My name in Commander Namroy and this is my
second-in-command Lentern. If you didn’t know, there was to be an
attempt on your life, prior to us rescuing you. We learned of it a
week ago, which gave us little time to plan. If it were not for us
you would certainly be dead now. As it is, you’re on your way to a
safe haven, until we can bring your assassins to justice. Until
then, please rest. Do you have any questions?”

Jaron looked around the room, and then said
to Namroy, “Not really, I’m very confused. Where are we?”
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Corduke rescue ship over Palbo

Just then, the ship shook. Then, it did it
again. Namroy stared about. He knew what had happened. The carrier
had struck a psychotronic mine. The ship was not a military vessel.
It had been disguised as a Palboan ore carrier and had been on the
planet for repairs, for three months.

Another explosion rocked the ship.

Namroy looked around the room. He knew there
wouldn’t be long to live, now. The ship was an old deteriorating
relic from the past and would disintegrate within seconds.
“Quickly,” he yelled. “Get him into one of the bloats. Signal to
warp down, and evacuate the ship.”

As Jaron was lifted from his bed, the floor
shook and everybody fell. Jaron lifted himself to his feet, and
then the roof fell in, on Namroy. It crushed his skull and his
second in command had lost his left arm.

As Jaron staggered, he felt another pair of
hands guide him. There were two men, one on either side. They were
running down a corridor. A fireball raced up, as if to greet them.
They dove for the floor. Jaron went skidding, into a wall. His head
hit and he was knocked out, again. The pair got up from the floor
and by partially lifting him, dragged him to an airlock. They
quickly exited; the other side and in front of them, were three
bloats. That meant that four had already gone. They opened one, and
thrust Jaron inside.

As they were about to step inside when a
white-hot ball of flame erupted, from the air lock. Instantly, the
guard knew there was no time left, for him to climb aboard. He
pressed the external seal button. As the door closed, he pressed
eject. The guard didn’t have time to see the bloat, as it began to
shimmer from view. The flames flashed past his body like a
blowtorch, ripping his clothes away and searing his flesh. The
horror in his eyes lasted only a split second, until his eyeballs
vaporized.

A second later, the ship exploded. Its
molten mass began to shimmer and waver, in the universe of warp
drives. Soon, there would be no evidence that the ship, or any of
its occupants had ever existed. The ship and all heat,
vanished.

Ω

Jaron roused, to the smell of singed hair.
His eyes opened; first the left, and then his right. He looked up
from the curled position that he found himself in. From his right
eye he could see the small confines of the little bloat.

The bloat was only three pacs across, by
five pacs long. It contained only the most primitive of
communications and guidance systems. There were no controls, but
rather, a series of screens and scopes. There was an in-built chair
on the wall above his current head position, and an in-built
recess, for sleep.

As Jaron tried to hoist himself up, he
collapsed again, from the pain. His shoulder, it seemed, was
broken. He tried again, to stand using his left arm for support, he
propped himself up, to see the screens, which were already on, in
full action. He winced as he placed weight on his right leg and
hobbled, to see the screens closer.

There, in front of him was the universe and
all its amazement. Stars, billions of them, a solitary loneliness,
in front of him, as he hurtled through space.

He thought to himself. Where was he? He
looked at the coordinates and he could see nothing, which he could
recall.

What was he doing in this craft? Was this a
small prison? Why was he here? Then, a terrible thought occurred to
him. Who was he? He had no idea. He couldn’t remember from where he
came and he couldn’t recall anyone, in his past.

He sat down in the seat, which formed part
of the wall, and looked around, in the confined space.

Was this his home? Was this how he had been
traveling in space; in this tiny confined bloat? Certainly, he knew
what it was. He knew about bloats, but he had no idea of where it
had come from. The vehicle was not new, and had the markings of
commercial operators.

He looked at the provisions, in the far
cabinet. They were complete, and intact, so from where he had come
must have been recent, as the provisions were unused and he wasn’t
hungry.

He wondered where he had just come from, and
where was the bloat taking him, now?

He checked the computer screen. As he knew,
the bloat would take him through space, until it could find another
vehicle or an oxygen-breathing atmosphere. When the computer in the
bloat had found a suitable planet, which matched the parameters of
its programming, then the bloat would home in on that planet and
then land. From there, the bloat occupants would be on their
own.

Jaron checked the emitting device. An alarm
shot through him, as he saw that the device wasn’t working. A quick
external scan, of the bloat, showed that the external hull of the
vehicle was scorched black and the radio emitter had melted.

Jaron sat back; dumbfounded and stared at
the screen, as asteroids cruised past and a planet was coming into
view.

It only took an hour, to realize that the
bloat was now turning away, from the ball of blue. There was
poisonous methane coming up on the screen, as well as oxygen. The
bloat continued its way, out of the system, into further voids of
space.

Star systems went by, one by one and the
days stretched into weeks and by then, the stock of food parcels
were starting to run down. Jaron had managed to set his shoulder,
but he had no way of doing any exercise. However, his left leg
seemed to give him less pain.

He sat back and watched, as the bloat just
drifted through space. It now seemed to Jaron that perhaps, all of
his life might have been like this. He just couldn’t remember.

Was there someone out there, who would miss
him? Would someone be looking for him; now? He wondered if his life
had any meaning, to anyone, apart from himself.

The weeks drifted by, and so did his mind.
Was he going crazy? He wondered if this was some awful punishment,
for something that he had done. He wondered and the weeks
lengthened into the first month. Soon, loneliness and depression
set in. Wouldn’t it be better to die, than be by one's self,
forever? Might not the death he must have escaped, be better than
this? He wondered and wondered, about so many thoughts and ideas.
The one thought that was in his mind more than any, was; who was
he? The answer to this, continued to evade him.
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CHAPTER 6


THE SEARCH

Tubin paced around the room. This was the
first time that he had any direct dealings; with anyone from the
Talkron. All his previous encounters, had been through a series of
middlemen.

Tubin had arrived, with three of his most
trusted guards. He had selected them, and seen to their training,
himself.

Tubin saw that the room had no openings,
other than the door by which he had entered, and this didn’t
surprise him.

Suddenly, that door opened, and in walked a
solitary figure. He was a silver haired short elderly man, in a
delicately embroidered suit. He didn’t fix his gaze upon Tubin, but
took his seat at the far end of the table.

Tubin had to admit how nervous he was, but
he was now the second most powerful man in the known galaxy, and
engaging the help of the Talkron would undoubtedly lead him, to
become the most powerful man in the Galaxy. Power beyond even that,
his father couldn’t even have imagined.

The little man looked up from the table, to
fix eye contact with Tubin. Tubin felt a cold shiver, run through
his body.

The old man spoke first, in a monotone silky
voice. He was smooth. “Tubin, we are pleased that you could come
along, today. My name won’t matter to you, but you may call me
Omm.

“The Talkron would like to offer you their
congratulations and we would hope that our involvement, in your
rise to power will be considered in good standing, for the future
work that we must do together now.”

Tubin felt very uneasy, at that instant. He
had wanted to sit back, to weigh up and assess his current
standings. He was not ready for anyone else, to push his or her
way, in. He would have to let these people know, that he was the
senior party and that they had to assist him and be called upon,
when he was ready, not when they called him.

Before he could speak, the old man, Omm,
spoke. “Tubin, you may think that you have done well, and indeed
you have, but you have only taken the first step, in what is a race
against time. Out there; is great power; vast power. It’s untapped,
and whoever grasps it, will be the most revered person, in the
history of time. In addition, that power is the power of all those
living; every human and every other living thing. You have taken
your first step with the Talkron, and that is to be congratulated,
but there is much to be done.”

Tubin thought to himself: he didn’t know who
this person really was, but he was not the sort of person who
should be speaking to Tubin; like that.

However, before Tubin could say anything,
the old man rose from his chair. He sighed and looked at Tubin.
“Don’t be deluded, into thinking that it’s you, who has the power
out there Tubin, for it isn’t you, but us. It wasn’t you, that
found us, and nor was it you, that first had the ideas of greatness
and conquest. Nor was it you, who disposed of your second brother.
It was us. Don’t think that it will be us, who will wait for your
call. You’ll do our bidding. This is the way of the Talkron.”

Tubin felt rage build up; inside him. He
looked at his first guardsman and gave a simple order,
“Leave....”

The old man merely smiled, “Don’t be so
stupid as to think that these guards are loyal to you, for they are
not. The entire palace guard is at the Talkron's disposal. It has
taken decades to achieve, and they are loyal to the Talkron; The
Empty Way.” The man turned to the guard. “Give me your gun.”

The guard obeyed, and Tubin felt himself
shrink in his seat; he watched the gun being handed to the small
man, Omm.

Omm merely placed the weapon on the table
and smiled. “So, you see, you’re not as powerful as you think. It’s
us, who have the power over you, not the reverse. Now, it will be
you who will do our bidding, willingly.”

The old man nodded, and the first guard
dimmed the lights.

The screen came, on and before them was the
scene of the abduction of Tubin's father, Jaron.

The small man moved over to the screen and
said, “As you can see, there are six involved; in the kidnapping of
your father. See how they avoid the fire of your guards. See here,
when this one rolls, onto the floor. Now here, pay special
attention, and I’ll show you why you have become important, to us.
See how this kidnapper is now moving to his left and this guard
fires a special projectile at him. Look how he catches the
projectile in his hand.”

Tubin saw. This was heresy. This was what
the great Goren Torren, had done on Sequetus 3, a millennium
before. This was the act of a god, not a soldier.

The old man smiled. “That isn’t heresy
Tubin. That is a Boguard. Goren Torren had been taught the ways of
the Boguard, or the Aaron, as they refer to themselves, on their
home planet. Jaron was one of them. Yes your father was one of
them. They merely came to rescue him, before the assassination,
which you had so foolishly planned. If you had left your old man to
himself, he would soon have become a vegetable. With our careful
drugging of his mind, he was slowly losing contact with the Aaron,
and soon, all reality. What you had planned, however, brought about
the intervention of the Aaron, as your plans were soon learned of,
through the Templar defense group, who are called the
Cordukes.”

Tubin’s head was swimming. The Aaron was
real? It truly existed and wasn’t a fable? What was a Corduke?

Before Tubin could say anything, the old man
slammed his fist on the table, with a bang. Tubin’s body jumped
with fright. The old man glared at him. “Do you think that the
universe revolves around you? Let me tell you something, boy. You
have been doing our bidding, since you were conceived, for one
purpose and that purpose is to find the Boguard, the Aaron. What
was our reason? Simple; to control this universe, one must be able
to exert enough force, in order to overcome all opposition. That
opposition is the Aaron, Boguard. They are the force in this
universe, not you and your poky religion. Boguard have powers that
you can only dream about. Do you understand me?”

Tubin was in fear, and was trying not to
show it. Nonetheless, he did understand and the old man continued.
“Before you and your Temple ever existed, there had been a plan to
control this Galaxy and all those, in it. Those meddling Aaron and
Boguard have thwarted that plan: time and time again. They have
pervaded all levels of society, and only just recently, have we
come across the exact manner and way: to eradicate them.”

Tubin seemed to be looking, for a way
out.

Omm continued. “That way is through the
Temple. You’re far more powerful, than the Federation ever was. In
the past we called upon the inept psychrons and their barbaric
cousins, the psycho-surgeons. They couldn’t
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