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	The issue is very clear. It is between light and darkness, and everyone must choose his side.

	—G.K. Chesterton

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Some people change their ways when they see the light; others when they feel the heat.

	—Caroline Schoeder

	 


To the Reader

	This is a work of speculative fiction. It has a back story in its creation, like all such works. The first draft was created in the late 1990s in Sedona, AZ, often called the “New Age capital of the US” where I lived for nine years. It has since undergone several revisions to be brought up to date. It is a contemporary “what if” story of a first alien contact right here on Earth in Sedona, AZ.

	 

	In any science fiction story involving aliens, the author must create a believable species with its own culture. I have chosen to break away from the classic bug-eyed “Grays.” Based on some “New Age” non-fiction by Hope Murray and NASA scientist Richard Hoagland’s evidence on the famous “Face on Mars,” I have chosen to make my alien a biped leonine creature that evolved from cat-like arboreal ancestors on a world similar to our own. There is a basis for this kind of entity existing from the artifacts Hope Murray mentions that were found in the Danube region in Europe and the Ancient Egyptian texts and tomb paintings of lion-headed gods and goddesses and other sources. Myth, we are told, has a foundation in reality.

	 

	I chose to make their culture the opposite of our paternalistic culture. Kedi, the main alien character, often rants about female abuse of power. In having him do so, I know I will probably be labeled a misogynist by certain people. I am not. There are other controversies that pop up in the plot that normally would when two diverse cultures collide. Some incidents and attitudes of characters will cause people of a certain political frame of mind fits. If you are a free thinker and like a good dose of controversy in your science fiction, welcome to the wild world of First Contact.
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Prologue

	M’Harendar, the only moon of six with an atmosphere that supported lush vegetation and a beautiful resort, orbited the gas giant M’Endar in the M’par system. The system was neutral with an autonomous government that was more like a corporation than a political body. After all, M’Harendar was a resort — a place for total relaxation where any number of species in the Confederation of Planets could have their most hedonistic wishes granted at a spa of galactic renown, nestled on the edge of a blue tropical inland sea. Those with a more adventurous sense of relaxation could choose to rough it at campsites dotted along well-marked trails into the unspoiled wilderness regions of the outback.

	In the Chuba Mountains of the outback, the Singing Wind Caves were a favorite stop for hikers. Their peculiar structures, hung with exotic, wiry growths of giant phosphorescent fungus, truly did sing and sigh, depending on the winds. However, their wonders were not why she, Abadai M’Tschaka of the leonine Mehari species, waited in the shadows, growing more impatient by the moment on this particular day. Finally, she heard a particular mixed party of species come tromping into the entrance. She was glad the mineral deposits in the area played havoc with any sensors or spy technology, a key factor to the whole clandestine assembly.

	In silence, three humanoids, a small, stocky primate Setmahen, covered in brown fur; a tall saurian Selriki; a slightly shorter, long-snouted, dark-skinned Kkaarif; and one leonine Mehari, all dressed for hiking in rough country, filed into the cave’s main gallery to stop near her. Bathed in a dull, eerie green glow of the phosphorescent fungus, the group unceremoniously unslung and dropped various knapsacks and bed rolls on the rocky floor. The place smelled of dampness and mold that some, by their expressions, obviously found unpleasant. Small creatures could be heard scuttling deeper into the darker recesses of the cavern.

	The small Setmahen looked about, curled his lip in distaste, pulled a small round object from his knapsack, yanked a tab, and instantly inflated a cushion. When the Kkaarif looked sideways and clicked its tiny teeth in its mocking tone, the Setmahen said, “I like to be comfortable, Ambassador Akarif of the Kkaarif, and this hole is a far cry from the Council Chambers on Pryton.”

	A tall blond humanoid, the Prytani Ambassador T’kal, turned on a small light globe and set it on a rock as all settled in a rough circle on the cavern floor, the Setmahen on his cushion. T’kal looked around at the gathering, smiled and said, “Now that Ambassador Fahrar has made himself quite comfortable, I call this meeting of the Pro-Contact Faction Delegates to order. It has been decided by our members that it will be Vessel Master Abadai M’Tschaka of the Mehari here who will carry out our plan of first contact. She has so kindly agreed to meet us here at the resort under the guise of a shore leave to discuss the details. I give the floor to Vessel Master Abadai.”

	Abadai flicked her round ears forward, her many-jeweled hoop earrings jingling lightly, a somber expression on her pretty leonine face. Only the slight graying of her tawny fur about her muzzle and streaked through her styled short mane betrayed her age, and the jewel colors on her earrings spoke of many voyages and experience. She glanced at the Mehari Ambassador, Dursa M’Tschaka, her sister. Dursa gave her the slightest of nods.

	Abadai looked around the circle, her eyes connecting with those of each ambassador in passing. She did not like politicians, but she believed deeply in their cause.

	It was their ancestors, especially the Prytani, who had seeded the Tellin humans on the mineral-rich seventh planet from the rim of the Sol system for the purpose of working mines. Thus, they were responsible by Karmic Law for their peaceful introduction into the vastly wider galactic family. The whole issue of contact with this quickly maturing human race was a political hot rock that had been tossed around the Council for years. Now a decision was being forced upon them by the Tellin’s leap into deep space exploration in search of other lifeforms, continued use of dangerous nuclear energy, and most of all their abused and endangered planet. Complicating things further were the Non-Interference Edict that had been in force for several thousand years and the Apacians. The Apacians she detested. They were the hive-minded, melon-headed, big-eyed race that had some hives as provisional members, while other independent hives had made deals with a few Tellin governments, a trade of technology in return for experimentation rights on the general human population. In essence the Confederation had legislated itself into a hands-off position, while a provisional member species still unaffected by the Edict was free to slowly assimilate yet another world in a quest to improve its badly damaged DNA and take what resources it wanted in as clandestine a way as possible.

	The Pro-Contact faction had enough of the political rhetoric and independently came up with a plan for an accident that would force a first contact, thus getting around the Non-interference Edict and insidious Apacian hives. Abadai now had to fill in the plan’s holes the best she could. She had to make sure the hive-minded Apacians never got wind of the mission early enough to ruin it. Any contact made had to be done in a manner that would not allow them any cause for a formal complaint in the Council that could ruin the growing support of the Pro-Contact platform as well as a lot of political careers.

	“I do not need to tell you we are on very thin ice with this plan,” she said and heard a few mumbles and clicks from her audience. Her ears flicked and the earrings jingled. “I will go on yet another survey mission to the Sol system, as planned and ordered by the Council for next rotation. However, my long-range sensors will fail, and I will be forced to send out a scout vessel with disk survey probes that must be launched from orbit. This scout ship will have a failure in its navigational grid that will force it to land. The pilot will have to get crystals for repair and thus must come into contact with natives. The rest will be in the hands of the Goddess.”

	“Hah!” Fahrar burst out and rolled back on his haunches, almost falling off his pillow. “That is not much of a plan.”

	“Tisk … tik … tik … tisk! Poor plan. Too much room for chance. Too much room for disaster,” Ambassador Akarif agreed.

	“Then you will like even less what I am about to say,” Abadai said, looking at them through a squint with her ears back. “One of my nephews, Kedi M’Tschaka, will be the pilot. He is very experienced, a scientist, and being male will not allow the Apacian hives to think it was anything else but an accident.”

	“This is madness!” bellowed the stocky, humanoid Tarakian Ambassador Thurin.

	“The males of your species are notoriously bad tempered, violent …”

	“No worse than your whole species,” Abadai shot back, meeting his glowering, red-faced stare with blazing eyes and flattened ears. “You were once on the same path to extinction as the Tellins. Or have you conveniently forgotten your own bloody history?”

	Thurin backed down. “All right. Explain your logic in this insane idea.”

	“I thought I just did. But I will elaborate for the Tarakian ambassador. Kedi will have plenty of the herbal drug behouri to keep his temper under control. Males of our species are also stronger and better physically equipped for survival in harsh environments. And he will not know he is on a first contact mission, which will keep us safe if anything goes wrong. Should he survive the mission … and I pray he does … and should he be questioned by the Council, he will only tell what he believes is the truth, and no mind probe from a Council Redactor will reveal otherwise.”

	“This is crazy,” the dark-haired humanoid Lycanthian ambassador, Kosan broke in. “Even by Lycanthian standards.”

	“And we all know how crazy Lycanthians can be, Ambassador Kosan,” Fahrar cracked in an effort to break the growing tension. A huge grin of sharp teeth split his round primate face, the light of the glow globe glinting off a few silver crowns.

	“Ambassador Kosan, you have little choice at this point in time if you want this incident to take place before the next Council meeting,” Abadai said, her ears still held back betraying her annoyance. She was going out of her way for these politicians, and so far no one seemed to appreciate her position. “It is a simple plan …”

	“Such a plan can work, the Gods willing,” T’Kal said.

	“I see nothing wrong in the plan, but the execution could be tricky. However, there are always variables in any endeavor,” the saurian Selriki ambassador, Sh’Shek, finally spoke. “But, how are you going to deal with the language barrier? Tellus is not a unified world, and so many languages are spoken.”

	“There will be a pocket Universal Translator unit on the scout ship, Ambassador Sh’Shek, and Kedi does speak and understand English, one of the major languages of that world. He has been fascinated with Tellus since he heard of it in his first exobiology class,” Abadai said, erecting her ears in a friendlier manner.

	“I repeat, what about the Tellin propensity for violence?” Thurin insisted, folding his stout arms over his broad chest, a scowl on his fleshy face. “You know very well the Dust Eaters destroy what they don’t understand.”

	Abadai’s ears flattened slightly at the derogatory term for Tellins that came out of their initial purpose as slaves who worked the mines on Tellus in the very early days of their history as a genetically engineered species. It was a painful time and an embarrassment best forgotten.  “My, aren’t we rather stereotyping a multi-cultured technological species?”

	“There is truth in his words … tik … tik … tik,” Akarif said, working the long jaws in his drooping snout clicking his tiny teeth. “My people understand well that part of Tellin ways … tik … tik.”

	Abadai saw the ceremonial dagger of one of high social rank in Akarif’s belt that was as much an offensive weapon for use against clan rivals and caught the glint in his beady red eyes under the hood of his jacket. “Yes, I suppose you do, but the potential for violence will just have to be added to the variables of this mission. We will just have to hope he lands among people who will think first. They do exist. Our species does have the advantage of an appearance similar to cats and lions, creatures the Tellins are quite fond of to the point of making them gods in the ancient times.”

	“True, pretty Mehari, very true,” Fahrar said. The look he gave her bordered on lasciviousness.

	“Flattery will get you nowhere, Ambassador Fahrar. Let’s get back to the business at hand. I will go with the plan I have just outlined unless any of you have a better suggestion. I will add that I will provide a rescue should a crisis develop. However, the important elements that I see that must be stressed in this mission are that the Tellins learn there are other species out here besides the Goddess-be-damned Apacians they see in news stories and other sources. They have been searching for exoplanets with new, more powerful telescopes over the last few years, not to mention the Curiosity land drone on Ares. They certainly know that there is the prospect of a first contact. They must learn of the official first contact with the political body of the Confederation of Planets at a later date. And maybe along the way their attitudes will change and they will make a bigger effort to save their world. Maybe ask for assistance in that effort that I am sure our politicians will be willing to give. As to those who still insist Tellus stay under interdiction, it may wake them up to their responsibility for the race they spawned upon that world. Their child is ready to leave the nest and is in need of guidance. Otherwise, they in their own kind of arrogance are breaking the sacred edict, ‘Do as ye will, but harm none.’ This ends my presentation.”

	“Thank you, Vessel Master Abadai. Now, does anyone wish to open further discussion of this issue?” T’kal asked and looked from one to another.

	Abadai hoped not. The Prytani had a reputation for negotiating and discussing issues to the point it put everyone else either to sleep or drove them to the point of exasperation so that they walked out.

	Only the distant dripping of water into a subterranean pool broke the silence. Then they all felt a shift in the breeze, and the whole cavern began to hum as if invisible hands were gently brushing past the strings of a Lycanthian harp.

	 


Chapter 1

	The MONARDA was in a low Ares orbit. Kedi M’Tschaka stood by a large view port dressed in a black flight suit. His long dark blond mane covered his head and formed a ruff under his neck, one braid hanging near the left side of his face with three gold beads woven into it. His right ear had two gold hoop earrings. His left was claw notched from a long-ago fight. He was staring out the port at the surface of the red planet in a dreamy and distracted manner and could just make out the ruins of an ancient space port and what was left of the face carved in a hill. In recent years the old ruins had started quite a fuss among the people of Tellus from reports he had read. Old photos had shown up from a space exploration drone launched by one of the many warring governments on Tellus. A law had been passed in Council, pushed through by the anti-contact faction, and the ruins had been altered to look more like the natural terrain. It bothered him that the Council at times were not much better than the Tellins they so heavily criticized to the point of declaring an interdiction on the blue world. But not all evidence could be buried so easily. There was just too much of the ancient civilization artifacts being exposed by the capricious wind storms that plagued the red planet. The Tellin Curiosity land drone had photographed a few too many that could not be explained away as tricks of shadows by Tellin scientists.

	He was so deep in his thoughts that he did not hear the soft approach of his female friend, Anuhar. When she touched his shoulder, it startled him and he flinched. He turned quickly.

	She squinted her amber eyes at him in an expression of affection. Her golden mane was far shorter than his, and there were four hoop earrings with jewels on them in her right ear, marking her an experienced spacefarer. She was dressed in a light blue work jumpsuit with boots.

	“To think we have to hide something that has stood for thousands of years because the Tellins are sending more probes to Ares is such a shame, Anuhar,” he said. “They will soon know the truth … so why bother. Some in this ‘New Age’ movement of theirs are already close to the truth with their theories based on new archaeological evidence found on their own planet.”

	“I know that’s not really what is bothering you,” she said, and her lips drew back in a smile that showed no teeth. It was almost a condescending expression.

	Kedi’s ears went slightly back at an angle. “I don’t care what you say. I am so tired of all this posturing on the part of my aunt. I know I am just a token male on this ship.”

	“Goddess rot it, Kedi. You were picked for this mission over Risha in your department.”

	“Anuhar, listen. Abadai, the Vessel Commander is my aunt. That should tell you something. It has nepotism written all over it.”

	“You are looking at this all the wrong way. That’s what it tells me.” Her ears were half back, now betraying her annoyance with his negative attitude.

	“HA!” Kedi snorted.

	“You are an excellent pilot and one of the top planetary ecologists of our House. Besides, launching high atmospheric eco-probes can’t be all that difficult for you,” Anuhar insisted.

	The compliment was nice, but that did not banish a nagging suspicion and its brother, worry. He turned away and started walking down the corridor to the flight deck. He paused to look back at her.

	“It’s not difficult,” he said, taking a few steps back to her. “I just feel something is not right. I can’t put my finger on it. Maybe I’ve got the jitters because this is all for a death watch of a hostile species going extinct by its own hand and taking a world with it. Or maybe this is the final bit of research for a possible first contact if the Council has voted that way and kept it a secret. I don’t know. However, I do know the old Prytani saying. ‘Never volunteer for anything or they will send you to Tellus.’ And you know something, our Prytani friends are right.”

	“Now you are being foolish,” she scolded and closed the distance between them. “You didn’t volunteer. You were chosen and should be proud. Think of it as a gain for male liberation. You are going on a very important mission that may be either for important scientific research or pave the way for a  contact if the Council has voted that in and repealed the interdiction laws after years of debate.”

	“And if anything goes wrong … who cares?” His dark thoughts gained a voice. “It was just a non-breeding male. There are plenty of brilliant female scientists who can replace him.”

	Anuhar’s ears went flat back and her fingers flexed. For a second, he thought she might smack him. “Stop it. You’ve gone beyond foolish to paranoid. Don’t go working yourself up into male hysteria over such a simple mission.”

	“Simple has a way of working itself into complicated when that pretty blue planet in the Sol system called Tellus is involved,” he grumbled.

	“Kedi.” Anuhar put her hands on her hips and frowned.

	“Oh, bother. I better get going before Aunt Abadai calls on the com-link and has a hissy fit over this minor delay in my launch,” he said.

	Anuhar’s mood suddenly changed. She threw herself at him, forcing him to grab her. She touched her nose to his briefly before pulling away.

	“Stop worrying, Kedi. May the Goddess smile on your mission,” she said coyly.

	Stunned, all he could do was nod. He turned and continued to the flight deck, not sure if his feet were touching the floor.

	His head still swimming over Anuhar’s forwardness, he boarded the sleek triangular black scout craft, strapped in, and was on his way down and out the launch bay before he was fully aware of what was happening. The gigantic, graceful white boomerang-shaped star ship hung above red Ares out the left side of his view port. He flicked on his auto navigation and in moments zipped past the smallest moon, Chadu, and headed toward the star Sol. He had time to check his inventory of probes before he reached Luna, the only satellite of Tellus. Then he had to slow his ship for final approach.

	As usual Anuhar was right. The trip was uneventful, and the probe launchings went off easily.

	“Probe six away,” he announced to the log recorder and thought of Anuhar in a sudden lascivious manner. After all, she had started it with that nuzzle. He wondered where it would go and could not wait to get back to MONARDA to find out, though he knew a relationship was strictly forbidden except for the chosen few at the top of the matriarchy of each House.

	The great, icy-white south polar continent of Tellus seemed to float on a deep blue sea far below him. The sight of a large chunk of ice cap that had broken away from the polar continent and was heading toward a southern island continent saddened him. Tellus had fascinated him since he first heard of it so long ago. He knew it was in grave danger. It was a lamentable case of a civilization now threatened with extinction because their technology and population were growing far faster than spirituality and ethics.

	To Kedi it was such a shame for there was much potential in this species who shared genetic material with several other spacefaring human species that had seeded them upon this world. But that was many thousands of rotations ago, and something had gone terribly wrong in their development. Power among the few who had great wealth had spread greed like a disease. He was quite sure these beings would destroy their own planet and the millions of life forms that shared it if something was not done to bring them all to their senses.

	The causes were complex, yet most could be traced to just plain greed. The Tellin human species took a wider range of resources than any other to sustain them and were nearing six billion. The greenhouse gasses they produced were out of control and exacerbating what once were normal planetary changes into a living nightmare. Most in power had turned a deaf ear to their own scientists who warned for years of impending disaster. The wealthy, with an interest in keeping the taking of fossil fuels going, bought political favors, while concerned citizens and groups were mocked as “tree huggers.” Only recently with climate change warnings coming true had things started to change on Tellus. But it was slow and debated every step of the way. Too slow, he feared. He knew he was far too attached emotionally to a study subject, a cardinal sin in science. Yet, he knew that once a species was extinct, nothing in the heavens could bring it back.

	Though that was his personal opinion, he knew a great debate raged even now in the Confederation of Planets Council on the possibility of allowing Tellus to become a provisional member in order to prevent a planetary ecological disaster that could have ramifications that would reach beyond just the planet. Some Council member races wanted to initiate first contact as soon as possible and to follow it up with gentle guidance into the intergalactic community, along with sharing technology that would save the planet. Kedi believed them right. However, he refrained from getting into any political discussions. There were two other factions. One was vehemently against any such radical move, quoting the Edict of Non-interference Articles that legislated interdiction of contacting a society considered rogue. The third faction took a wait and see attitude, smug in their belief the Tellins would destroy themselves before they matured, thus ending the debate, while providing a wealth of scientific data of an intelligent, technological species self-destructing. This same faction even entertained the possibility of a cleanup after the disaster and the restart of a base or trade facility much like what they had once on an island the Tellins’ legends called Atlantis. The arrogant, cold-blooded attitudes of those two factions really rubbed him the wrong way. He had to stop thinking about it.

	Quickly, he checked the probe trajectory. He smiled to himself. It was deftly navigating through the space junk orbiting Tellus to its assigned altitude.

	Then he checked his heading and dug his finger retractile claws into the recessed controls of an instrument pad on the arm of his comfortable form-fitting chair to make a slight adjustment and set the auto pilot. He watched out the forward one-way viewport as his craft moved around a dead weather satellite gliding to a point over a broad desert region that covered almost half a large continent a bit farther north. The next probe was to be dropped at a lower orbit. He found it crowded with more junk of primitive space vehicles put there by various political organizations on Tellus. In a moment of paranoia, Kedi checked his early warning sensors that would indicate he was being tracked by any defense systems. An automatic default system would turn on a stealth cloaking field around his small scout ship, and he would disappear from Tellin tracking screens.

	Kedi snorted his displeasure with his paranoia. He knew it was rooted in a deep desire to have this mission go as perfectly as all his training missions had. Everything MUST go perfectly. Otherwise, it could be bad for other males of his species. Regardless of what Anuhar said, he still felt he was a token male on this one yaren mission to the Sol system, and he chafed at the thought. The time was at hand for male liberation and full equality for both sexes.

	His people were a matriarchal society with few males in responsible positions. It had been so for eons since the once patriarchal warrior society nearly destroyed the planet in much the way Tellus was now threatened. Only lately had views begun to change among the power structure of females, and a balance was sought between the sexes. Still, only certain males were groomed for administrative positions or to be elite temple servants, the Kuinar. All males were forced to leave their families at sexual maturity to live in all-male communities in remote regions. There they would study science, technology, business administration, religious sexual practices, and hand-to-hand combat in an attempt to find a niche in society. Being of extremely volatile temperament, many left these communities before graduation to challenge male heads of various Mehari linefamily houses to personal combat for possession of their land, breeding rights, and a soft, pampered lifestyle. Most never returned for two reasons; either the male Householder killed them in hand-to-hand combat, or in the case of a much loved elderly Householder, the females would shoot down the challenger. Those males of less volatile nature or ambition lived on to take subservient business or scientific research positions or entered monasteries. To maintain composure in public, males were given free use of the behouri plant that was a gentle, non-addicting tranquilizer. About the only freedom a male had was the choice of life he wanted. Lately, Kedi had found himself wondering if he had made the right choice.

	“Probe seven away,” the computer announced when he hit the launch button with a claw.

	His past began to haunt him as he watched the disk drop to its orbit over the green and gold continent on the vast blue planet below. He had always been fascinated by the sky and space. He thought proudly of how well he did in his studies and graduated with an advanced degree in planetary environmental sciences, an academic feat few males accomplished. To do so, he had to channel all his aggression into academic competition and not without ridicule from other males and several fights that left his ears nicked and scarred. His expertise actually put him in a valued position that turned many female heads and caused some jealousies among both sexes. He was assigned to the MONARDA, belonging to the M’Tschaka linefamily House, his family.

	The females on board were always civil to him, but there seemed to be an undercurrent of not-so-subtle condescension. Of course, they were not all guilty of this. However, it happened often enough to make him uncomfortable. That and the hungry looks several gave him made him think he should perhaps change careers and become a Kuinar like his old friend, Chuda. The females on board were obviously not being satisfied by the pair of Kuinar assigned to the ship.

	Chuda had told him jokingly on a last visit that being a Kuinar was the only safe way to get on top of females and be in a superior position if one was not a Householder. He spoke, too, of the Kuinar’s twofold responsibility. First, to generate half the sexual energy in the Great Rite of Creation, a monthly celebration of the conjunction of the two moons representing the generation of life by the Goddess and God. And the second, since all Kuinar were considered religiously pure, they were often secretly called upon by House females to sire offspring when the male Householder was sterile. Of course, such a life had its drawbacks at times. A male Householder sometimes deeply resented himself being considered a cuckold if the secret got out and would seek out the Kuinar to kill.

	Life and the Universe were unfair. Kedi shook his head. The little so-called equality he had as a crew member was nothing more than a sham. He was a public relations tool to show others how his aunt, old Abadai M’Tschaka of many voyages, was oh, so progressive. He was quite sure she, being a venerated elder in his linefamily, had something to do with his placement in the crew.

	All these thoughts began to sour his mood. He promised himself if things did not change by the time his tour of duty was over on the MONARDA, he would seek out a temple in a quiet corner of his home province and become a Kuinar.

	The ship suddenly pitched, violently changing the scene out the view port.

	A warning claxon shrieked, and a computer voice announced dispassionately, “There has been a compromise in the navigational system. Please disengage the auto pilot and continue manually.”

	Startled from his dismal thoughts, ears pressed back, Kedi let out his breath in a snort and flipped the proper control. Once the ship was off autopilot, it bucked like a wild fulari in a snare.

	“Diagnostics, locate and repair the problem,” he ordered and expertly got the ship under control.

	He found he had to stay extremely alert and constantly make adjustments or be pulled toward the planet’s surface by gravitational forces. That was not good. He would never be able to eat or relieve himself. The thought of calling for assistance pushed into his mind. Just as quickly, he disregarded it, feeling he’d try to get repairs done by himself first.

	He was in such a deep state of concentration on his flying that the computer voice made him jump. “Diagnostics indicates crystal circuits one and two by neural jell junction eight in the navigational grid are burned out from a power surge of unknown origin. Repairs must be made manually. It is suggested that you follow procedure yellow and land for repairs or pull out of the planetary gravitational field and implement repairs in space.”

	“Do we have replacement crystal circuit boards on board?”

	“Invalid question. No inventory files available on this class ship.”

	Kedi felt a seed of anger begin to grow and twist in his gut. There should have been an inventory file in the program. He had no patience for a stupid machine nor the female engineers that designed it without thinking of every contingency, regardless of how remote the odds were of a given thing happening. He released his anger in a snarl. As he saw it, he had two choices—call for help or repair it himself. He knew he would seem a fool to everyone on the MONARDA if he called for help with such a simple repair. He would do anything to avoid that helpless male scenario. So, he opted for leaving orbit to make repairs.

	Kedi pointed the nose of the craft to deep space and in a twenty-fourth of the rotation time of Tellus, he pulled away to just beyond the planet’s moon. Here he let the small craft drift while he left the controls and ducked behind the pilot’s seat to get at the small wall storage unit that held manuals, tools, and spare parts for systems repairs.

	He snagged the door lock with the retractile claws of his thumb and first finger and opened the door with a quick pull. A glance out the forward view port at the single moon let him know the craft had started to drift and was in a slow roll. He jerked open a drawer marked RELAY CRYSTAL BOARDS. Quickly, he discovered the only circuit board in it was a Goddess-be-damned communications board. It could be altered to work for navigation, but it needed two extra flawless crystals cut to size and the neurocircuits rerouted. Crystals did not exactly float around in space, nor could he scavenge any other operating system.

	For one brief moment, Kedi wished he had the supply officer by her mangy throat. “Stupid females,” he roared. “No sense of organization. Where is power without brains? Goddess rot you M’Aru, Chief Supply Officer!”

	He angrily tossed the circuit board back into its padded drawer and slammed the door shut. Crystals. He needed crystals.

	His eyes drifted to the blue world in a sea of stars beyond the moon. There were plenty of crystals down there. The hairless ones valued crystals as both decoration and for technology as much as his people. But landing would be risky. He was well aware of the planetary surveillance systems and of several organizations that in the past captured and held members of the Confederation of Planets and provisional worlds.

	“Gods-be-damned!” he roared again.

	His mind jumped back to the logical solution. He could always call for help and explain the missing equipment. However, he knew he would be ridiculed for not attempting such a minor repair, and it could ruin his career. It was the way of the power-blind, gods-be-damned females.

	Sometimes he wondered if they ever really honored the main religious edict, “Do as ye will, but harm none.” He’d show them he wasn’t helpless. He stalked back to the pilot’s seat, flopped down and let it once again form itself to the contours of his body. Knowing the landing could be rough, he activated a shoulder restraint belt.

	Kedi pointed the craft toward the blue planet, and soon was in a shallow dive for the surface with shields up and cloaking on. All too quickly, he began to regret his decision. The lower he got, the more turbulence he had to fight, not to mention dodging around various satellites, the International Space Station, and assorted space junk.  Every second seemed an eternal fight for control, and his fingers soon became cramped and sore. Below him, land and vast stretches of blue seas sped by at a dizzying rate, coming closer and closer.

	As intent as he was on controlling the pitching and yawing of his craft, Kedi knew these may be the last moments of his life. Every regret and bit of guilt he carried with him throughout his life flashed through his mind like lightning from a rainy season storm. All the things he did wrong. All the things he still wanted to do went through in fast forward mode, despite the spiritual training to make peace and let go of the past.

	The planet’s surface took on more detail as he searched for a place to do a controlled crash landing. There were grids of roads and gray splotches of cities, the soft undulations of green mountains and flat golden plains. An overlay of a map on the navigation screen showed him he was over a part of Tellus called the United States. Suddenly, he was skimming over towering, craggy mountains. Disturbing magnetic fluctuations in the system dropped him lower over a dusty brown desert region.

	As much as he feared the dangers of this place—the violent, xenophobic people, and the powerful few who would do anything to keep or gain even more power at the expense of the planet—he feared more the reality of being lost or killed because of the stupidity of his own people. He searched out a remote area the best he could with what little control he now had in his cramped fingers.

	“Warning,” the computer voice said. “Cloaking field losing power.”

	“Fulari shit!” he snarled.

	The map on his screen showed something called Coconino National Forest just ahead where canyons and mesas became red as the dusty plains of Ares. In moments he felt the craft bump on its magnetic field landing cushion as it skidded over tall trees and into a box canyon. A huge pine tree dead ahead forced him to bank right. He over-corrected and nearly hit the red cliff face of the canyon. The field gave out, and the craft slammed into the forest ground, skidding on its belly, tearing up shrubs and saplings before it came to a bone shaking, grating stop on a steep hill below the red sandstone cliffs.

	He was down and he had not smashed to atoms. His heart racing, Kedi powered down the engine, disengaged the restraint and sat upright on the edge of his seat, staring at the weathered red cliff and open forest of pine trees and oak before him. Another fifty tarns and they would have to scrape him off the rock wall. He took a deep breath in an effort to calm himself. Then he instinctively sniffed the cabin air. Nothing was burning and no warning lights flashed.

	“Status of hull?” he croaked at the computer.

	“Stressed, but hull integrity has not been compromised,” came the answer.

	He slowly raised his shaking right hand from the control panel, flexed his stiff fingers, and dug in his black flight suit breast pocket for a small pouch of dried behouri leaves. His claws snagged it and he pulled it out. Hastily, he took a big pinch of the fragrant leaves from the pouch and put it under his tongue.

	The instant his saliva hit it, he began to feel more at ease. He leaned back in his seat to let the behouri take full effect on his frazzled nerves. For now, a sensor sweep of the area could wait, as could getting a terrain map from the computer.

	 


Chapter 2

	It was a perfectly clear day at Kirtland Air Force Base. And it was about to turn into a more perfect day. His muscular frame giving way to a middle-aged spread, General Frank Pullman stared at the bogey on the glowing, long-range radar scope young Captain Waterman had called him to see. It had faded in and out several times for the last few minutes he’d been watching it. He was just about to give the order to scramble when the blip disappeared over north central Arizona just south of Flagstaff.

	“Shit,” he half mumbled to himself. He’d been playing hide and seek with various UFOs for most of his Air Force career with the Above Top Secret Unit Majestic, an entity the government officially denied even existed that was a favorite target of conspiracy theorists. There had been mostly false alarms. However, he had seen the real evidence; ugly, bug-eyed, diminutive aliens in cold storage taken during the Eisenhower and Truman administrations, had seen a live survivor of another crash near White Sands in the lab compound at Dreamland, along with several ships, and he had some dealings with the very human-looking aliens. But most of all, he wanted to bring some back on his own to renegotiate a new technology trade. With Russia trying to revive the Cold War with its stealing of Ukraine territory, it would be great to hold the technology trump card.  He hoped this interruption in his trip back to D.C. would be the big break. He had been on an inspection tour for a new, small Majestic unit that Black Ops was planning to be stationed at Kirtland. The cause was the increased number of sightings in New Mexico.

	“Captain Waterman, I want you to get Major Tom Reynolds of the Southwest Quick Response Majestic Unit at Nellis Air Force Base on the white screen,” he said in a calm business tone, without betraying the intense excitement that stirred up a nest of butterflies in his stomach. “That’s his territory. If that bogey went down there, I want it recovered.”

	“Yes, sir,” Waterman answered with a snappy salute and got on it.

	Pullman stared at the scope, as if by doing so would bring the bogey back. His mind raced wildly about nabbing an alien if it were a manned ship. A childhood dream to come face-to-face with an alien was what led him to the Air Force and eventually to clearance to join Majestic, the remnant of the original MJ-7 and MJ-12 units of Roswell and Blue Book fame. Now he was head of that elite unit, and the job kept him busy traveling back and forth between D.C. and Area 51 outside of Nellis and Luke Air Force Base. He had even been given the nickname of The Sandman since the research facility in Area 51 was also known as Dreamland.

	As much as he liked his job, the one thing that frustrated him was the liberals forcing the Freedom of Information Act. It was harder now than ever to keep the truth about UFOs, now referred to as UAPs—Unidentified Aerial Phenomena—secret for national security. The Cold War seemed to be starting up with the Russian attack on Ukraine, plus there was the race for technology to keep tin horn, petty dictatorships with their terrorist groups that had sprung up and other nations from trying to become super powers. If such powers got hold of an intact UFO, the alien technology could very well give them a jump on weapons development with dire results for the United States and the free world. What also rankled him was the recent hearings on UAPs by Congress with a showing of whistleblowers in the mix.

	There were other reasons for the need of secrecy too. If the truth about aliens got out, there could very well be a breakdown in society in every aspect, from a conflict with religion all the way to economic chaos beyond that from which the world was just starting a recovery. Worst of all, the younger generations not brought up in a Cold War world would push for destruction of the world political power structures to create a new World Order of a Whole Earth and see themselves as “Earthlings” and not by nationality—and aliens as “Space Brothers” if they were friendly. These generations and some members of the older Cold War generations were already headed that way by becoming involved in the idea of one world and the spiritual and social revolution it spawned, all lumped under the designation “New Age.” Pullman knew all too well that world leaders and the military with all their might could not fight an idea. There was no weapon to destroy. No body to kill.

	The media attack on the Roswell incident documents, the “Arizona Lights” and other incidents, fueled by public clamor for full disclosure, was only the tip of the iceberg. Too many of the old men who were witnesses at the first crash sites and sworn to secrecy under dire threats, were now spilling their guts to UFO buffs and “New Age” crystal rubbers in books, television, and YouTube interviews. These whistle blowers were all too old or terminally ill to take government threats of a ten thousand dollar fine, ten years in prison, and the loss of government benefits seriously and felt they had nothing to lose spilling all as they lay in their deathbeds. They were

	all nothing but a bunch of damn traitors, as far as he was concerned, and should be treated as such. That included those in the Congressional hearings on UAPs.

	Pullman assuaged his resentment over the present situation with the knowledge that if anyone could pull off a crash site cleanup it was Major Tom Reynolds, who came out of military intelligence with a vast experience in covert operations in Iraq and Afghanistan.

	“Sir, it’s down for sure,” Corporal Levett, the radar technician announced, pulling his thoughts to a halt.

	“Get me a location,” Pullman snapped.

	“Sir, near as I can tell, it is between Prescott and Sedona. Closer to Sedona from the last positive reading.”

	“Shit!” Pullman barked. When Waterman pointed at the tanned thirty-something Major Reynolds framed on the white screen, he looked up and smiled. “Major Reynolds, got a little job for you as you may guess. Our bogey is down between Prescott and Sedona. It’s hot. Real hot. Mobilize. Find it. I want it and any occupants secured with no civilian interference. Your discretion on how to handle the snatch operation. I’ll inform the rest of the Majestic team and have Rampart Lab at Dreamland ready for you when you need it. The White House and Armed Services Committee will be notified on a need-to-know basis.”

	“Yes, sir!” came the enthusiastic response, Reynold’s eyes as bright as a kid’s on Christmas morning. He paused. Worry flashed across his face. “But, sir, there might be a problem.”

	“Problem? What problem?” He could just feel his blood pressure rise. “Looks like it went down in the middle of nowhere.”

	“Sir, that area of the Verde Valley is a major tourist destination. Right now Sedona is in the middle of its Fourth of July and Western Americana Week celebration and loaded with tourists.

	Our only real hope for secrecy is if it landed out in the Coconino National Forest that surrounds Sedona. That’s pretty wild and rugged high desert country, honeycombed with canyons. We’ll need an air search, first by Predator drone, backed by satellite photos and chopper evac support. All that will draw a lot of attention.”

	That was news Pullman did not want to hear. The more civilians wandering around meant the greater chance of a security leak or possible interference. Some may have caught it on cell phone cameras, and it might already be on social media. He grit his teeth. Well, he was not about to let a bunch of tourists or wilderness terrain screw up this operation.

	“Tom.”

	“Yes.”

	“If you have to close down and sterilize an area, do so. If you have to detain civilians, do so. No one has immunity in this operation, and that includes local, state, and federal officials. I don’t want this to leak out to the media, or we’ll have every UFO freak in the country on-site. And you will answer to and take orders from no one but me or an officer appointed by me. The minute you make a visual identification of the crash site, I want to know and will be on my way. Got that?”

	“Yes, sir.”
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