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Introduction

I love action science fiction, and I also love reading a story that makes me think. When I write, I'm trying to make the reader think a little. I love action, but I want a story that could be happening somewhere. In my sci-fi books, I’ve tried to create characters dealing with reasonable real-life issues, and yes, they are aliens. I like to focus on main characters that are different than what you'd expect. In a way, I’m saying, ‘Hey, aliens are people too.’

Gemini is about a civilization that was complacent and perhaps naïve. They investigated the solar system around them and found that not all creatures were like them. The Raog were forced to mature, defend themselves, and change to survive.
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1-The Launchers

Doctor Wong was about to witness the launch of the Observer satellite, which was his satellite. It had been his only goal for most of his working life. It would answer the fundamental question that some Raog had been asking for years, “What was out there?”

Putting a simple satellite in orbit halfway between Varo and the potential twin planet was the only way to answer that question.

Doctor Wong was a Raog who lived on the planet Varo. Varo was mostly rock and minerals, with a couple of major mountain ranges and a gently rolling surface. It rotated with almost zero inclination to its axis. Each rotation yielded long days and nights, and the days were the same length throughout the year.

Their world-mother was Varo. The planet Varo was the provider; the soil, wind, and rain were its spiritual elements. All of that was in balance, and the people were happy. Yet, despite a comfortable existence, there were those among them who looked to the skies and wondered how they fit with what they saw. 

Doctor Wong was a large Raog, compared to others. He was almost ten hands tall with light tan fur, beginning to grow patchy on his head. His eyesight had deteriorated over the years, and he was forced to wear eyeglasses. Most times, he was gentle, but when others doubted his resolve, he could present a very formidable presence. He had never worried about dressing fashionably, as his body coverings were functional, and he put little thought into what he wore.

Doctor Wong had studied the skies for his entire life. When he went to school, he was always more interested in anything in the sky than on the ground. During his career, he improved the telescope designs and traced the paths of all of the planets within their solar system. Because of this, he was able to improve the accuracy of the clocks and calendar.

Before Doctor Wong’s work, the passage of time was recorded when a faraway star named Eron emerged from behind the sun, signifying the beginning of the planting season. The period between each emergence was one Eron. Tradition broke each Eron into eight segments, called Eronses, and within each Eronses, there were 48 days and nights.

Through Doctor Wong’s work, he determined that one Eon was 383.89 days and nights instead of 384. Thus, the present-day calendars were called the Wong calendar in recognition of Doctor Wong’s contribution.

As an additional acknowledgment of his contribution, the major University within the capital was called Wong University. This honor had always embarrassed him a little, but secretly, he was proud of his accomplishments and that some people appreciated them. He was also proud of his son Ornage, who had graduated with honors from that university.

It was during Doctor Wong's observations of the sky that he saw an approaching meteor. He painstakingly measured its approach and predicted its path through the solar system. He rarely saw moving objects in the sky, and observing one transit in the sky was exciting. As it approached the sun, his prediction said that it would pass behind the sun and continue its orbit to the far reaches of the sky. To his shock, when the meteor emerged, its trajectory had changed by five Degrees.

Unknown to him at the time, that observation would dominate the remainder of his life. It took two years of calculation for him to conclude that something had to be there. If there were another planet on the other side of their orbit, that planet’s mass would have caused a change in the meteor’s orbit.

 “Is there another planet orbiting the sun?” was the question he would spend the rest of his life trying to answer. After finally getting approval to build a rocket and satellite, he was at a point in his career where he either found success or failure. He had to be correct because he realized there weren’t enough years left to accomplish anything else of significance.

“Father,” his son Ornage said, “I hope things go well; I know how important this is to you.” Ornage was standing next to his father; he was also his unofficial junior partner, who had worked closely with him.

“Yes, my son,” Doctor Wong responded, “this could be one of the greatest moments for our people.” But, he continued under his breath, “and hopefully, it will be the end of begging for resources and dealing with our leadership.”

Dealing with the planet’s political leadership was always a matter of frustration for Doctor Wong. He couldn’t understand why they weren’t curious about the solar system, particularly if there might be a planet opposite to them in their orbit. Having to ask for resources was never-ending. Each time, they would point out that every hour spent was one less hour used to grow more Jabom or some other ‘more valuable effort.’

Ornage finished his career training five Erons ago and had been at his father’s side as they designed and built the rocket and satellite. He was taller than his father, almost 11 hands. He was a lean young Raog, and his light tan fur was like his father’s, which was typical of Raog from lower elevations. His temperament was still young. He hadn’t shown his father's strength because his job was helping his father technically and not dealing with the frustrating elements of building a rocket.

Ornage was equally proud of being a Raog, and he was very aware that he and his father were doing something exciting, which would gain a lot of information for the Raog. He was also a typical young person, and he dressed in nice clothing and made sure that he groomed his fur for every occasion.

Doctor Wong was leaning on his resting pad, pensively touching his birth pouch. The birth pouch was a pouch of Jabom seeds that every Raog carried around their waist; it was given to them at birth to remind them that Jabom and the Raog had a mutual history. Jabom lived and died as the people of Varo lived and died. So the pouch was a continuous connection between them and the soil and Varo, which was the source of everything important. 

The observation room was large enough for 10-15 people to walk around, talk, and rest. Along the back wall was a table of Jabom dishes for the guests to enjoy. The room was plain and painted one color, typical of a work area. They had covered the walls with a mix of schedules, plans, and pictures of the spacecraft, along with some pictures of the scenery and farmers tending the Jabom. On the front wall was a large window that allowed the occupants to look into the adjacent launch control room, where Doctor Wong’s technical assistant, Albot, and his crew readied the rocket for launch. Each of the technicians was resting on their pads with their backs to the observation room, and they were busy monitoring the various screens and data output devices. They were busy, so none of them looked up beyond their consoles, where there was another window that showed the rocket on its launch platform, ready to launch. In the corner of the observation room was the traditional container of Varo soil found in almost every structure on the planet. The container was simple and made of twisted Jabom stalks with a dish full of Varo soil resting on top. That design was typical of most homes and professional buildings. It might be more ornate in some areas, but it was always made in a common yet respectful way. Occasionally, during the day, each of them would touch or caress the soil as a soothing gesture or hoping for some good luck.

Every building or large meeting area had containers of soil, revered through its relation to Varo. Throughout the day, Raog would seek the soil to re-establish their connection to everything important.

The doctor glanced across the observation room to the Grand Leader and wondered what was going through his mind.

Grand Leader Invrok, who was the leader of the entire planet Varo, was standing on the other side of the observation room. His reason for being there, his interest in that folly, and what he hoped to achieve from it, were all very different from Doctor Wong’s. He was making inconsequential talk with a staff member; he wasn’t interested in the proceedings, but his hearing was focused, listening to what was going on.

The Grand Leader was small for a Raog and was at a midpoint in his life. He was about nine hands tall and perhaps had eaten a little too much Jabom. However, his head fur hadn’t started to gray or thin yet, and he was still good-looking. He was wearing his ceremonial robes, which designated him as the Grand Leader. The Grand Leader's robes had five rings on the sleeve, one gold ring on the top representing Varo, and below was one brown ring for Varo's soil, one green ring for Jabom, one blue ring for Varo's water, and one silver ring for Varo's wind. He loved those robes, and when he walked, he made sure they flowed with the movement, so everyone could see. His demeanor and poise showed him to be a person accustomed to making decisions. 

Ornage was aware of the strained relationship between the two men and wanted to reduce the tension. He thought that if he made a positive comment for them to hear, they might find something of mutual interest to discuss. So he made a point of speaking in a clear voice for everyone across the room to hear. He pointed out to his father, “Father, if our launch is successful and we do find a twin planet, it will truly be a major event for the Raog. “Ornage knew that statement would certainly get the attention of the Grand Leader and hoped to get the two of them talking.

When the Grand Leader heard any statement regarding the people of Varo, he had to participate. After all, he was a politician, and when anyone was talking about all of the Raog, he had to contribute. So he casually strode across the room, making sure he got the most effect from his robes, and said, “Doctor Wong, I agree with your son. We are fortunate that we have been able to make a commitment of such magnitude and attempt to answer that question. Answering that will allow us to move forward and focus on the important issues facing our people.” Upon completing his statement, he put a hand on Doctor Wong’s shoulder and offered the best smile he could. A political smile which Ornage recognized from the leader’s many pictures and personal appearances.

The Grand Leader was focused on ending the irritant. Doctor Wong was a nice enough fellow, but his persistence on that subject had worn their relationship thin over the years. The Grand Leader was concerned with the people of his planet, Varo. What was in space was a minor concern to him. His people were growing food, caring for their young, building cities, and growing in numbers. Committing resources to any distraction was frustrating and hopefully near its end.

Dealing with the Doctor over the years was interesting at first, then aggravating, leading to frustration and finally irritation in the last couple of years. There were intellectuals among them who asked the question, “How do we fit in this existence?” Even though they were interesting to talk with at parties, their demands for resources would be trying and sometimes too much. After all, with no clear benefit for the people, why make the expenditure? From his perspective, the launch would quiet them and allow him to go back to leading his planet.

The Grand Leader’s thoughts were on the launch, and not necessarily its success, but on how these talented people and expensive devices could be used to improve crop yields, transportation, and building construction. In fact, he thought, that room would be an excellent storage facility, and as soon as this distraction was over, he could put all of those resources to better use.

Doctor Wong was well aware of what the Grand Leader meant with his comments. He responded, “Yes, Grand Leader, it will be a major event, and regardless of the outcome, learning and moving forward go hand in hand to help the people.”

The Grand Leader removed his hand from Doctor Wong’s shoulder and continued smiling towards the remaining attendees. He moved away, folding his robes, and talked with the others present. He had made his statement and reestablished his position within the room.

The Doctor felt that he had diverted the Grand Leader’s hidden attack. Yet the comment just added another layer of importance to what he did and another realization that if it failed, his career would be over. The Grand Leader wasn’t vengeful, but once you’re not in a position to support the Grand Leader or the people, then you’re not important. If he failed, he would still be invited to the occasional party, but he would be greeted with simple head nods and smiles when he talked. No one would listen to or take his statements too seriously.

The Grand Leader’s many years leading the planet had taught him to focus on the important things that brought health, shelter, and nourishment to the people. It was because of that that he had remained their leader. However, achieving the position of leadership was more of acquiescence on the part of the residents rather than taking control or being elected.

Leadership was informal. Those who made decisions and provided benefits were followed by more people. Over time, a leader developed a following, and as long as their decisions improved the Raog's lives, the residents accepted their leadership. At each level, the objectives were clear: produce Jabom, share Jabom, nurture the young, care for the elderly, and communicate with others. The leaders assumed their roles based on how well the process worked. If the proper decisions were made and the production increased to each level of the organization, everyone was happy, and the leader remained in place. On the other hand, if changing weather patterns, breakdowns in transportation, or other calamities occurred, and the leaders didn’t react properly, the leader changed, usually without a lot of fuss. It just happened.

As long as the Raog of Varo could plant their Jabom, feed their families, and care for their young, who was leading was less of a concern. They respected their leaders and knew that they were needed, but leaders were only a part of caring for the Jabom and their families. Therefore, the leader’s importance was based on his success more than his position.

Ornage didn’t feel any stress reduction, but at least they talked. Now he wanted to reduce his stress, and he casually strolled across the room to the daughter of the Grand Leader, Sonyata.

Just seeing her, he forgot about the stress between their fathers, which helped reduce his stress. She was the focus of his life, and as he approached her, it made his life better. Was it something about the way her fur glistened in the light, or was it the way she moved? For some reason, the air was lighter near her, and it even had a hint of fragrances that smelled like a beautiful day. Regardless, none of that mattered now that he was near her.

Sonyata was an average-sized young female. She stood about nine hands high and had a beautiful smile. Her fur had many shades of light tan, which shone in the light. Because she knew that she would see Ornage, she took extra time fixing her fur and even put a beautiful Jabom flower over her right ear.

Fashion was functional, not too ornate, and not too simple. Most Raog took pride in how they looked; their grooming was meticulous. There was little difference in the body coverings, except subtle differences in coloring. The fabrics and coloring were made from the Jabom plant. The fabric came from the stalk of the Jabom, and the coloring came from the Jabom fruit. As the fruit matured, it constantly changed color, and anytime during the growing cycle, the fruit could be harvested and the color extracted and used as a dye. Each growing area had segments set aside that were harvested in small quantities almost daily to extract the changing colors.

“Wow, the tension between our fathers is thick,” he spoke gently to her.

“Yes, I wish they could calm down a little,” Sonyata responded. “What do you think we’re going to find?” she asked.

After she had spoken, Ornage hesitated because it was pleasant hearing her speak. Then he focused on her question and answered, “Sometimes I hope we find a twin, and sometimes I’m worried that we might,” and after a pause, “I know that I’m curious,” he said.

Sonyata smiled and responded, “I don’t know what I want you to find; you know about the pet Orack that put his nose in too many holes?”

Ornage laughed, “Yes, he put it in one too many.”

She had made her point, and Ornage realized it.

Doctor Wong knew that the launch was getting near, and he passed by the container of Varo soil and touched it, hoping for some help from Varo. Then, he moved to his reserved resting pad. As Doctor Wong got comfortable, the others in the room sensed their cue and began finding their pads. Finally, the Grand Leader approached and leaned on his pad beside the Doctor and waited.

The room wasn’t large by any standards, and although it had the best technology, putting a satellite into orbit that far from Varo would be a major technical challenge. There were fourteen co-workers involved in the launch who worked in the control room. They were all leaning on their rest pads at their consoles in the final stages of preparation.

Doctor Wong and the Grand Leader looked straight ahead through the window in the observation room and beyond, through the additional window in the launch room, at the rocket. It sat on its launch pad with vapor escaping, which blew some distance downwind. From their location, they couldn’t hear any noise outside of the observation room, so the rocket poised there might have been a picture if the escaping vapors weren't moving.

The rocket was 500 hands tall and had taken the best engineers two Erons to make. The satellite rested on top of the rocket and looked like the tip of their Jabom planting tool, the Pointer of Life. It looked poised to penetrate the clouds of Varo like the pointer penetrated the soil and provided the Jabom. The rocket’s design was similar to other rockets, which they had used to launch maintenance crews into space to repair satellites. 

Their space program was developed to meet immediate needs. There was no extra effort to explore or develop the technologies further. Many satellites had been launched and were regularly used to monitor weather and crop growth, so the space program was a natural necessity to maintain the satellites. The weather wasn’t so bad that they needed satellites to monitor, but the Raog were consumed by the need to plant Jabom. They searched for the best weather, the best soil, and the best winds. They had ample supplies, but planting and growing Jabom was more like a religious experience than merely planting food. They had been successful with those flights, which was encouraging for that launch.

The rocket outside the launch facility could carry a satellite and put it in a low orbit. Then, after one orbit, a small onboard rocket would accelerate it, and the satellite would leave the planet’s gravitational pull. The satellite’s acceleration continued on a course veering slightly towards the sun. The satellite would continue to accelerate and stay within Varo’s orbit. If the path weren't towards the sun, the added velocity would move the satellite to an orbit further out of Varo. The onboard rockets would cease firing at a predetermined time, and the satellite would use its excess energy to move outward to the proper orbit. When it reached a point in the orbit halfway between Varo and its possible twin planet, an additional rocket firing would slow the satellite to achieve orbit. Even though that flight plan wouldn’t yield a perfectly circular orbit, minor eccentricities wouldn’t hinder the goals. This path was chosen because it would get the satellite into position in the shortest amount of time. At that point, it would observe if there were a twin planet and communicate with Varo.

The launch wasn’t trying to accomplish a lot. The small satellite had a radio receiver, telescopes, and a transmitter. It was a minimal attempt to resolve Doctor Wong’s calculations and determine if there was another planet opposite to them. By receiving any radio transmissions, the satellite would determine if there was life on that planet and, by transmitting a short message, let them know that the Raog existed.

The satellite was going to survey the space where the twin was thought to exist and take pictures with a telephoto lens. Then, it would send a prerecorded electronic message for a precise amount of time and listen for any radio transmissions during a pause of the same length of time. It was hoped that any intelligent life would recognize the pause as an opportunity to respond. After a short time, it would transmit the images back to Varo. If radio transmissions were heard, they would be recorded and transmitted to the home planet continuously as long as the satellite remained in orbit. The plan was to detect the twin, but there was no plan to establish a continuous link. After all, there would be a language difference, and it could take a great deal of time to translate any data or communications.

The investment in resources was significant, but the overall emotional investment was guarded. Most Raog were a little curious, but they were too focused on their lives to have a real concern about the outcome.

Determining if there was another planet was the main goal and pretty much the only goal. Very little thought had been put into the impacts on their planet and society. After all, they had everything they needed; what impacts could affect them? Verifying a twin planet only provided an answer to some of the curious among them. There was no immediate impact foreseen. After all, what could happen?

Ornage took his resting pad next to his father, and he was nervous. At that point in the launch, he had no direction for his energy. Nevertheless, the plan was complete, the rocket was ready, the satellite was ready, and it was in the hands of Varo and the technicians.

He shared his excitement with his father, Doctor Wong, “Father, that satellite is an amazing accomplishment. I pray to Varo that we’ve taken care of all of the details and our calculations are correct.”

His father responded with a simple squeeze of his son’s hand.

Doctor Wong was proud of his heritage, yet he was frustrated that more of the Raog didn’t look to the sky, wanting to understand their place. He had fought hard over the years to get the resources, and the battles had been long. The project was more complex than launching a rocket for satellite maintenance. Safety was a major concern when they had a Raog piloting the craft, but this mission was different and required more precise timing, and many events had to happen at the perfect instant. When a Raog was flying, the pilot's skills controlled the events, but the rocket carrying the communication satellite was controlled by many finely timed devices which had to activate at the exact moment for success.

Early in the design stages, Doctor Wong, Ornage, and their team had long debates about using more electronics and computing devices. Those other options definitely had their place, but the consensus was that they should stay with a technology that was well known and had their confidence.

Computers were used in society, but creating complex timing mechanisms was a matter of pride, and if done well, they could handle the requirements. However, the flight was in a demanding environment, and computers became unreliable in high-stress and high-vibration conditions, so staying with mechanical systems was an easy decision. Raog computers were large but not sophisticated. Their computational needs were simple, and although they enjoyed programming, their needs had been satisfied.

Ornage didn’t express it, but he had a significant amount of pride and wonder in his father. After all, he had put the entire project together. He was caught up in the excitement of the activities and yet somewhat detached; his father was the key, and he accepted that he was his assistant. His father treated him with respect and always listened to his suggestions. He felt that his place alongside his father was the proper place, and he was happy to be there.

Success for his father would mean success for him. He had worked closely with his father over the years and made some significant contributions to the project, but success was less important to him. His youth provided so much optimism that the potential of failure was just that day’s failure. He couldn’t foresee any changes to his life as a consequence of a failed mission.

Ornage had a major distraction and someone of interest; Sonyata, who he kept in the corner of his vision. He was sure that she looked his way a lot, yet he realized that she must maintain her composure in public. After all, she was the daughter of the Grand Leader, and she had to act in a dignified manner in public. Furthermore, they both had roles to play, and if they paid too much attention to each other and the mission failed, they would be criticized for not being focused on the launch.

He looked her way whenever possible, and he caught her looking his way many times. Ornage and Sonyata didn’t grow up together or even circulate in the same social circles, so he sought out any occasions to spend time with her. He was part of the satellite team, and his father was the leader, so they had obligations to socialize with the Grand Leader and his family. During those occasions, Ornage was able to spend time with Sonyata and get to know her. Their time together was fun and full of laughter, with a shared enthusiasm for the launch. Unfortunately, beyond those social encounters and the rigors of the project, they weren’t able to spend as much time together as they wanted. However, the times they did spend together were full of excitement and pleasurable discussions. Ornage respected Sonyata’s intelligence and insight. She had made many observations that were clear and concise. She had a different way of approaching the problems, and it was refreshing to hear her input. Aside from that, he enjoyed having her with him.

There was something about the way she carried herself and the subtleties of her fur that attracted Ornage. Raog women moved with a certain elegance, and Sonyata, in particular, moved in a manner he enjoyed watching.

Sonyata was more than just a socialite, and he was more than the son of an engineer. After all, he had contributed much to the project, and she was the daughter of the Grand Leader. She was intelligent, thoughtful, and cared a great deal about Ornage and the project.

Resting on a pad next to the Grant Leader was his spouse, Lretta. She and the Grant Leader had been paired for most of their lives. She was mildly interested in the result of the launch. Doctor Wong was an interesting fellow, at times. He was so interested in that theoretical twin planet that she saw a one-sided person with only one thing he could talk about. At times, that was boring; at other times, she was intrigued, and sometimes she was frightened.

Lretta was very statuesque. Even though she was a very gentle and friendly person, the many years of being the wife of the Grand Leader had given her a certain formal air and carriage. She was about the same height as her husband.

Lretta gently touched her mate’s arm and said, “Don’t worry, it will be all over soon enough.”

The Grand Leader’s response was a simple nod and sigh. Both realized that the statement meant different things to each of them.

Life on Varo was good, and her position as a spouse to the Grand Leader was a comfortable one. Lretta had everything she wanted; she was respected, and as part of Varo’s leadership, she contributed a great deal. Her spouse was the Grand Leader, and as his partner, she was the family value leader and mother to all of the Raog. The people of Varo called her the Orb.

The roles of Grand Leader and Orb had been partnered for so long that they appeared to come together naturally. The husband of the Orb was the Grand Leader, and the spouse of the Grand Leader was the Orb. Likewise, Lretta and Invrok had been partnered for so long that the combination of their titles seemed appropriate and necessary. The two titles weren’t combined by history or law, but it seemed natural and was so.

The Raog had a simple lifestyle, and their society was based on Jabom, so each member of the society performed roles that supported its growth and distribution. If a male performed a job better, it was assumed that he would. If the female performed the job better, she would be expected to satisfy the need. Many Raog worked as teams where the male would do a portion of the job, and the female would do the other. Often, farming teams were a duo; the husband would work a few days a week, and the wife would work the others. So the Orb and Grand Leader sharing the decision-making and leading of the world was typical of how the Raog lived their lives.

The title, Orb, represented Varo and signified a globe that had no beginning and no end, such as the soul of Varo. It was more than a ceremonial role. She was the moral compass of the Raog and often provided guidance where a decision that affected the soul was needed. Morality and how they treated each other were a key element of the society. After all, the decisions that her spouse made always had an impact on the family and society. They made decisions in concert; he explained ‘the what,' and she explained ‘the why.’ He, the practical part of the decision, and she, the family, and the ethical part of the decision; each comes together to make a complete decision which helped the Raog the most.

The spiritual part of the society was broken into two parts: the soul and the soul of Varo. Varo had given them the soil and Jabom, which was cared for by the soil tenders. The Raog were part of Varo’s soul, for which the partner of the Grand Leader, the Orb, was responsible. Varo’s soul was endless and included all. It was symbolized by a sphere, so the Grand Leader's wife was called the Orb.

The only people with unique body coverings were the Grand Leader, the soil tenders, and the Orb. Being a key element of their relationship with Varo's soil and weather, soil tenders wore soil-colored body coverings. That indicated their dependence and connection with the soil. On the other hand, the Orb represented all that was good, such as family, morality, and overall spirit. Because of that, the Orb wore brightly colored robes that flowed like the wind when she walked.

There was something about that launch that concerned Lretta. Finding out if the twin planet existed might have a profound impact on her people, and she was a little frightened that it would not be a good impact. However, her concerns were for the Raog, and she couldn’t get distracted by actions that didn’t provide a benefit.

Lretta was well aware of the attraction between her daughter and the son of the project leader. It was somewhat humorous, and though she didn’t know if it would lead anywhere, being a mother, she subtly encouraged the relationship just to see her daughter happy. Ornage was a very nice young man, and he treated her daughter well.

Sonyata was enjoying herself; in her own estimation, she was a closet engineer. She loved the technology and intricacy of what they were doing. And, even though she had heard many times from her father about the frustrations of dealing with Doctor Wong, she shared Ornage’s enthusiasm about answering the question.

When she heard Doctor Wong and her father talking about the project, there were times of enthusiasm and imagination for her. She would listen to the technical discussions, problems, and possible solutions, and she would let the information feed her imagination.

Given those little pieces of inside information, she would go to the library and read any publications available, trying to put the subjects together. Her education wasn’t in engineering, as she saw parts of the discipline boring, but her intelligence allowed her to fill in the gaps and extrapolate them to far-reaching conclusions that stimulated her thoughts.

Sonyata was very aware of Ornage on his pad next to his father. Ornage’s presence only added to the heady atmosphere of the launch. She enjoyed their discussions and debates about the project’s technical elements. She knew that Ornage was very intelligent and hoped that he enjoyed their time together as much as she did. She was also impressed by the contributions that he had made. Of course, Ornage would never claim the credit, but he had pointed out numerous technical problems that surely improved the chances of success.

She suspected that he was in love with her, although he hadn’t said it yet. Of course, she hadn’t said it either, but when they are together, the beginnings were there, and they just needed to be nurtured and tended to. After all, love was like growing Jabom; once the seed was present, just add some water, nourishment, and wait, soon it would blossom.

Orto was the last member of the dignitaries watching the launch. He stood in the corner so that he could observe the participants. That way, he could collect all the information that he could use to his advantage in the future.

He was the local leader, and the capital fell within his district, one of 73 across the planet. He was subordinate to the Grand Leader, but aspired to fill that position. In his mind, that project was a waste of time if it failed, but if it succeeded, he had to find some way to be part of the success. If it failed, he would make sure the Grand Leader was blamed for wasting valuable resources. In the very unlikely event that it succeeded, he would blame him for not being more aggressive and answering that question a long time ago. After all, the primary responsibility of the Grand Leader was to look out for the Raog. If he didn’t use resources properly or anticipate their needs, he was at fault, which needed to be pointed out. Of course, Orto would point out those failures in a subtle way. After all, he couldn’t appear to be maneuvering for the position, but if it were thrust upon him, then he would accept graciously. Orto was encouraged, knowing that failure's downside was more likely to help him than the slim chance of success.

Orto assumed that the mission would be a failure; his mind was already focused on how he could claim the relationship between the Grand Leader and Doctor Wong as an obvious lack of leadership. After all, wasting resources finding a twin planet was very questionable.

Ellig was standing in the back of the observation room. From that vantage point, he could observe everyone and watch their reactions. He was only a minor player in all of the activities. He represented the Newsource, an organization that provided print information distributed freely to all of the residents. When a planet-wide broadcast of important events was needed, Newsource produced it. He would often record information about the district's Jabom yields and publish that for all to see. Most of his reporting was about Jabom and the occasional changes in leadership around the planet.

All of the cities had their facilities and Newsource personnel. It was their job to pass information to the districts and communicate the leaders' activities to the people. The Newsource was a communication tool. It rarely brought up any controversy, because there usually wasn’t much. He was the Newsource person assigned to the Capitol, and he followed the Grand Leader and district leader, passing their statements and observations to the districts.

Ellig’s only involvement there was professional. Nothing that affected the people had happened yet; the launch by itself didn’t mean much, but watching the interplay between the Grand Leader and District Leader was more important. He could sense the beginnings of a leadership struggle.

Leadership struggles weren’t the Raog’s way. The population followed their leaders, and when they were unhappy, a new leader seemed to emerge. That didn’t often happen, and it was a peaceful transition; one just took on the responsibilities of the other. 

Ellig suspected something different. He had been around leaders his entire career, and he knew that leadership changes weren’t that casual. He knew there was a constant, low-level amount of maneuvering and positioning that occurred. It wasn’t obvious, but to a keen observer, it was apparent. Perhaps this was the beginning of a new struggle.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

The Capitol’s soil tender, Vortus, was one of the many spiritual leaders representing the other half of their spiritual life. He wasn’t at the launch, he wasn’t invited, didn’t care about the result, and didn’t see any need to verify the existence of a twin planet. That issue was of no interest to him. All that was important was right there in front of him. The Jabom the planet produced, the people who lived on the planet, the weather the planet provided, and the existence that he saw were because of Mother Varo.

Vortus was one of the more senior soil tenders, and he was also one of the most vocal. The soil tenders focused on their local people, the soil, the weather, and how bountiful Varo was. They spent their time with the people, helping with crops, planting, harvesting, and serving the planet's bounty. The food that was produced represented the food for the soul of Varo, and it had to be respected. Because he was one of the senior soil tenders and worked in the capital, he dealt with the local leadership. He helped resolve important issues, such as crop plantings, weather effects, and food distribution.

Varo provided the weather, nutrients, and seeds to produce the crops. The Raog of Varo had the responsibility to plant the seeds, harvest the crops, share the bounty, cook the meals, and then return their essence to the soil. That was the soul of the planet, and they only had a part. If they did their part, the nutrients would be returned, shared, and used again in subsequent generations. Varo would continue to provide.


2-The Event

The time for the launch had finally arrived, and the technicians indicated to Doctor Wong that the rocket was ready. He looked at his smiling son, then moved his hand up and down, indicating, Go ahead. Everyone in the room looked at each other momentarily, then they looked forward through the windows.

The roar of the rocket started as a low rumble and rapidly increased in volume and vibration, and it provided a definite rumble in the observation room. The brilliant flames emerged from the bottom of the rocket and lit up the surrounding area, as well as the interior of the launch and observation rooms. The monitors showed the systems performed well, and the view through the small windows somehow reduced the magnitude of the launch.

As the missile cleared the launch platform and went on its way, the response in the room was less than ecstatic. After a moment, the vehicle passed from the window and continued on its path into space. Most of the personnel were glad their jobs were done to perfection and the launch achieved, but concerns about the remaining flight and the existence of the twin planet were less on their minds than going home. After all, that wasn’t their concern; it was the leaders' interest and those who would monitor the remainder of the flight. What any impacts a twin planet would have on their lives was beyond their immediate concerns.

Doctor Wong felt a little relief. His life’s work was on its way, and he would no longer have to beg for resources and explain why the twin planet question was worth all of that. Instead, he could trust in the mastery of the mechanisms that would control the flight path and events of the satellite.

Doctor Wong rose and hugged his son. He turned to the Grand Leader just as the leader said for all to hear, “This was a critical moment for the people of Varo. Let us all congratulate Doctor Wong and wish him a successful use of resources.”

The room broke out into warm applause and hand pumping as Doctor Wong said, “We, the people of Varo, hope to have a fundamental question answered, whether we are alone or if we have a twin planet. Let’s all hope this mission succeeds in answering that question.” Once again, there was applause throughout the room.

The rocket would send periodic updates as it reached orbit. After stabilizing, the rocket and satellite would separate, and the rocket would complete its orbit, then decelerate and burn up in the atmospheric reentry. Once the satellite separated, it would fire a smaller rocket and accelerate to leave Varo’s gravitational pull. The success and failure depended on the onboard mechanisms, and ground control had very little to do but wait.

The Grand Leader was satisfied that the resources performed well and the emphasis on the launch was behind him. He doubted Doctor Wong would continue pressing him, and he could get back to being the Grand Leader. His thoughts immediately went back to how he could refocus those resources and facilities for the benefit of the people.

Lretta, the Grand Leader’s spouse, was also relieved. She shared in their congratulations, and she could quickly begin to think about other pressing problems of the residents. There was a part of her that was frightened. A failure would have been a minor point in their lives; discovering a twin planet would raise many questions that she didn’t have answers for, and having no answers would disturb her Raog. They didn’t need that kind of distraction, and hopefully, that would come to pass, and she could regain her focus for the well-being of her people.

Sonyata was relieved; after all, the success was good news for Doctor Wong and Ornage. Perhaps she could find a way to spend more time with him. The technical part of her was happy that the technology succeeded; the female part was excited because a man who meant a great deal to her had been successful. But the daughter of the Orb felt something foreboding about those events. 

The Raog were strong, yet change wasn’t something that sat well in society. If a twin planet were discovered, it could lead to some major changes. Her mother, the Orb, would have to deal with them, but as her daughter, she felt the pain and uncertainty that her people would have.

Orto was the only member of the delegation who was disappointed. Catastrophic failure would have ended the issue quickly and provided him with material for his benefit. Having a successful launch merely delayed the inevitable failure and waste of resources.

Orto thought it would be a good time to score some points. He positioned himself beside the Doctor and Grand Leader, saying, “Now that the first step of this major commitment has succeeded, I hope that our focus on other pressing issues can be renewed. I’m sure we all hope that this mission will succeed, regardless of what it costs, but let’s remember what is truly important to my district and Varo.”

The Grand Leader knew what Orto meant, and even though he noted the veiled threat, he agreed to some extent with the sentiment. “Yes, Orto, we have taken the first step, and now we can focus on important issues.”

The Grand Leader and Orto diverted their discussion to a pending review of planting issues, gardens, and warehouses in Orto’s district. However, they didn’t plan to stay until the satellite left orbit, so they exited the launch facility together to conduct their business.

Lretta knew that her life partner would be worried about other matters for the rest of the day, so she took a transportation vehicle home. Once she left the facility, it was easy to put the subject of the twin planet out of her mind and think about more important matters.

Ellig noted the interchange for posterity and made a mental note that finding a twin planet could be newsworthy and important to Varo's people. So he decided to stay close and see how the news developed.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Vortus knelt in his garden and noticed the rising rocket on the horizon. He picked up a handful of soil and felt a connection with it. The rocket that moved through the sky was a mere distraction from what was important. The soil of Varo would continue producing Jabom, and the people would continue eating and contributing to the soul of Varo. Nothing would change, and the small sliver of metal that moved into space was disappearing from his thoughts. Where would he plant more Jabom today?

Vortus had never found a life partner, which was typical of either male or female soil tenders. Soil Tenders felt the calling to the soil early in their lives. They wanted to focus on Varo's gifts and usually weren’t interested in the other aspects of Raog life, like bearing and raising their youth. Their focus was the soil and Jabom; bringing up children was left up to those who felt that need. He was focused on his people and what they needed that day. Vortus was a focused man, and his only mission was to monitor Jabom while it was within the responsibility of the people. That was a solemn responsibility that took all of his time and dedication.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

General Aarm gave orders to his staff regarding the many preparations that he wanted them to do. They always seemed to have excuses and reasons why they weren't getting things done. Supplies had to be inventoried, packaged, and moved. Crew members had to be allocated, trained, and organized. His commands must be acted upon quickly, or steps will be taken to increase motivation.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Romaa moved quietly down a side street and often turned to make sure no one was behind her. This was a dangerous meeting for her. So many events were coming together, and it would be only a matter of time before those events would change their future.

She expected to be called to duty at any time, so this meeting had to occur quietly and quickly.

She stopped one last time and checked behind her, and she was glad she didn't see any movement. She made a gentle knock on the door with some subtle taps to follow. She then slid through the door before it fully opened.

The room was full of familiar faces, and they all stood to acknowledge her arrival. She took a deep breath and began to speak. "I'm glad that you are here. I see that everyone is present, and that gives me courage. Many events are happening that we feel aren't good for us. Our leadership has made decisions that will continue to do harm to us. That is why we are all gathered here. We met before and agreed that we must act together if we are to be successful. It appears that time is rapidly approaching. Each of you represents other groups whose members are unknown to me. I know that has been difficult, but it has been necessary, so none of us knows the number and names of our full membership. I expect many of us to be called into service in a short time, and when we do, we'll be leaving. I know that we'll be forced to take the necessary steps at some point on our trip. When we do, we'll get the word back to you so that you can put your part of our plan into motion here. There will be no other meetings. We have made this commitment to each other, and we'll be expected to act in a short time, and we must all be ready. Go now and prepare your groups."

After a couple of quick side discussions, the room emptied quickly. If they were caught, everyone knew, the punishment would be swift. Romaa remained alone in the room, thinking. She didn't start this but inherited it from her predecessor; he had been found out, and the leadership took care of the problem.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Irrm was sitting at his controls, waiting for direction. His job was to sit and wait. They would tell him when they needed him. Until that time, he would sit and wait, all day if necessary. He knew that somewhere in the back of his craft, they were being loaded. They wouldn't tell him how many were loaded, where they were loaded, or why they loaded them. When told to leave, his job would be to operate the craft to its designated drop-off point and then sit and wait for them to be unloaded. Then the process would start again unless he was lucky, and he was instructed to return with an empty craft. If that happened, that's the part he would enjoy; he enjoyed operating the craft by himself.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Now that the satellite was on its way, Sonyata and Ornage sensed an opportunity to talk. They maneuvered to a corner of the room, and Ornage asked, “What did you think?”

Sonyata responded enthusiastically, “It is very exciting, and I pray to Varo that everything continues on schedule and we get pictures of something.”

Ornage leaned closer and said, “My only disappointment is that we might not be able to spend as much time together talking about the launch.”

“You’re right, Ornage,” Sonyata said in a near whisper, “but now, we can spend time talking about the point in space where it will take photos and communicate.” 

Ornage sensed that something had just happened, but it took him a moment to realize that Sonyata suggested that they spend time together. Now that the launch was done, Ornage was afraid they wouldn’t be together as much. Her suggestion to spend time with her excited him. Should he ask to go somewhere together, he thought.

“Sonyata, you didn’t go home with your parents.” he paused, repositioned himself, and continued, “Can we go somewhere and eat?”

Sonyata’s heartbeat sped up while thinking, good, he picked up on my hint. “Ornage, I’d love to.”

While they waited, the rocket reached orbit and discharged the satellite. The satellite fired the necessary onboard rocket per its internal timing mechanism. It moved out of the orbit of Varo along a trajectory that it would follow for almost two Eronses until it reached the point of its next event. Being a machine, it had no feeling of doom or jubilation. It had no concerns about the effect that it would have on the lives of the people on the planet Varo. After all, the satellite was merely a bunch of little pieces that fit together to accomplish a goal, nothing more.

The satellite was on its way to the mid-point. Doctor Wong finished congratulating each of the remaining technicians, and they made their way out of the facility. Doctor Wong had some paperwork to do, so he excused himself and went to his office.

As Sonyata and Ornage looked around the room, they realized that they were almost alone. There were just a couple of technicians monitoring the remainder of the launch and finishing up in the launch room, but they were alone in the observation room.

Ornage asked, “May we go?”

Sonyata smiled and moved towards the door.

As the door opened, they were confronted with the heat of midday. The weather was extreme at times. During the heat of the day, the sun
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