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CHAPTER 1


JARON

“The ground-world is
reclaiming it now. From mountain to mountain, the land was sick.
The over-ground dwellers, lived as far as the eye could see. That
was, until the resurrection.”

The class of juniors looked on as the
old-one spoke about the history of the world. They did not miss a
syllable, of how the world retook what once the over-ground
dwellers’ land, and it was being returned intact to their
village.

The old man was going through the same
story, he so often told before. He looked out, from his cave and
stared towards the mountain ranges, beyond. The day was temperate,
and clouds scudded to the east. The old man smiled. Every few years
he was given a new crop of youngsters, from the village. He told
the same old stories, year in and year out. Some of the villagers
said he was as old as resurrection itself. He said that he was over
a thousand years old and spoke only from memory. Few believed
him.

He looked down at the wide attentive eyes of
the children, who were, temporarily away from the village and its
petty squabbles. It was here, that he taught the children to
survive the world. It was here that the village sent their children
during the day, to learn of the world, as they had done and their
ancestors, before that. In three years, the old man would teach
them how to survive a world that grew more deserted, with
neighboring village populations simply disappearing overnight.

This group had twelve boys and nine girls,
the eldest being sixteen. They all sat around him, in their scant
native garb. Their black hair and dark brown skins were silhouetted
against the light, at the entrance of the cave. They were a captive
audience.

The children looked at him. Some said that
he was crazy. Most did not believe him, but his stories were hard
to turn away from. The old man spoke slowly and deliberately. “Yes,
it’s hard to picture,” as he extended his arms. “From the land of
the eagle in the south, to the ice in the north, the land was dead.
It festered and grew upwards, from the ground to the sky as a
disease, and peopled dwelled within that disease.”

The old man continued with his riddled talk,
trying to get the children to understand what he had seen. The
jungle had long ago taken over the desolate and wasted land; a land
where the world couldn’t survive, but teemed with human life. “The
world was dying, until the resurrection.” He hesitated, remembering
the hell that came with that term. “With the resurrection, came the
eyes; the eyes of the night, that could see as far as the
mountains. If they spotted you, they would come for you, and you
would disappear. You won’t be of this world anymore. They’re the
eyes that saw all, that created the resurrection. They’re the eyes
that created the destruction, and changed the world. Ground folk,
be careful of the eyes, or you too can vanish.”

The children stared up, at the old man. The
sun had fallen behind the distant hills, and the last of its rays
were still breaking over the horizon. The old man looked down to
the valley, now blanketed in darkness. There was no fire, no sign
of life. Down there, was the village that supported him; that he
protected, with his knowledge. In return for his teaching, he was
provided with food, and any personal needs. In exchange, the
village still existed, where others had vanished overnight, while
their campfires still burned. The old man knew when the village had
to move, when to stay, and when to find a brand new location.

Night was rapidly approaching. The old man
thought back to a time when the valley was strong and villages and
people were common. That had changed, with time. Now, they were the
only village, and even the numbers within it, had diminished over
the years.

One of the boys, an inquisitive fifteen year
old pointed to the first stars, up in the sky. “Why are they always
there? They never change their position.”

The old man scratched his long grey beard.
“They have always been that way. They’re part of the greater
creation. Those are stars, and are the ultimate creation. Like this
world, they’re permanent.”

“What about that star; which moves?” The boy
pointed to the dark horizon, over the mountains.

The old man strained to see through the
gloom, to see over the valley. He paled as he saw it. A small light
rose from the horizon. “That isn’t a star! That is an eye, an eye
that is looking for you, and if it finds you, that will be your
end. Run! Run to your mothers! Hurry, before the eye sees you!”

He raised his arms, to show them the way and
the children ran, in fear of the rising pale light, in the far
night sky. Down the track, into the cover of the jungle blackness,
they ran. In moments, they had vanished from sight. The old man
looked about, the blackness of the cave offering security from the
scanners, now overhead. He watched, as the tiny dot of light passed
over and began to recede, to the other horizon. He sighed; they had
not been detected, so he turned, to seek refuge, deeper into the
cave for the night.

As he turned, he saw one of the children was
still with him. It was the bright fifteen year-old Jaron, who
smiled at the old man, and looked out at the sky. “Don’t be angry
at me, old man. I told my mother that I would be late tonight.”

“I see, and why will you be late?”

“I need to talk more, with you.”

“Why?” asked the old man, stroking his
beard.

“I need to know, more.”

“Why?”

The boy shrugged. “I don’t know why; I just
need to know more, and I know there is much I need to learn.”

“I see; and how much more do you want to
learn?”

“Whatever it takes... anything you need... I
will do anything there is to learn.”

“Hmmm... What do you think there is to
learn, Jaron.”

The boy looked out to the stars, and turned
back to the old man. “I have this feeling that there is much to
know ...of out there. Not the jungle. I’m a good hunter, and that
is important, but there is more that needs to be known about. You
must teach me.”

“Why must I? Are you not satisfied with
being a great hunter and helper; for your family?”

Jaron smiled. “Maybe this is strange, but I
somehow feel you owe it to me. Perhaps this is because you’re
getting old, and you need to teach a new one. I believe I’m that
one, and I want to know what you know.”

“Which is?”

“What is it that I see and feel about this
place? What is it I feel about you, old man? What is it that I
sense, that I can’t see, feel or hear?”

“Hmmm...,” mused the old man, “Well, if you
must learn, then you must. Get back to the village now, Jaron. Be
here at mid-morning. I will give you my answer, then.”

Jaron looked into the tired grey eyes of the
old man. They seemed to know so much, feel so awesome, powerful.
Jaron nodded and backed away. He turned and disappeared into the
night.

As he ran, he avoided the trees and vines in
his path. Fleetly, he passed through the nocturnal forest that had
now come to life. Around bends he ran, over two creeks and finally
down the last path, until he saw the first silhouette of the huts
through the trees.

The old man looked down and watched the boy,
as he was engulfed by darkness. Wearily, he turned and walked back,
to the rear of the cave. He thought to the echo of voices, which
seemed to surround him, in his mind.

After a moment, he squatted on the rock
floor and looked at the food, which the children had brought him.
He smiled, and the cavern immediately filled with a dim light,
which simply emanated within the hollow of the cavern itself. The
old man picked up some food, which had simply already been heated
by his thought. He broke off a piece, put it into his mouth and lay
back contented. The cavern darkened and warmed slightly, to guard
against the outside chill, which would soon descend over the
jungle. He fell into a pleasant slumber.

Ω

The old man awoke, startled. Light shone in,
through the cavern entrance. He heard a voice and headed out of the
cavern, to be greeted by the brilliant day and young Jaron hopping
around, shaking his hand in the air, obviously in pain. The old man
smiled in his torn tatters, which the village had provided for his
services. “Jaron, am I to believe you tried to enter my dwelling,
without my prior approval?”

The young boy jumped around trying to
withhold the pain. “Yes old man. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.
The pain in my hand is.... great.” His eyes winced as though he was
about to cry.

“Jaron, look at me. The pain has gone.”

The boy stopped and stared at the bearded
old man. He then looked at his hand. It was true; the pain had
gone. He looked at the old man suspiciously. “How did....”

“Come inside, boy. I will explain.” The old
man stepped back into the cave and glanced back to Jaron, who now
was motionless a pace from the entrance. Jaron stared at the
rock-face; then he looked around him; he could find no evidence of
anything, which could have inflicted him with such pain.

“Come on, boy!” called the old man.

“How do I know that it’s safe?”

The old man laughed. “You were not welcome,
then. You’re now. It’s safe.”

The young boy tentatively pushed his arm
forward. He felt nothing, and then looked towards the old man.
“It’s safe!” he called, and walked into the cave.

The old man looked up and shook his head.
Can this be the one he was to teach? He turned, to see the skinny
Jaron catch up to him. He said to the boy: “You believe that you
must learn, what I have to teach?”

Jaron nodded. “More than life itself. How
did you do that, back there?”

The old man squatted, looking out towards
the entrance. He motioned for Jaron, to do the same. They both
stared to the valley below. “If you want to learn from me, you must
get used to doing as I say, without question. That is, until I tell
you otherwise. Do you understand?”

The boy nodded his head.

“Tell me; what you think is out there,
Jaron.”
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Looking from the cave

The boy peered at the horizon. “I don’t
think that the world is empty, as village lore would have us
believe. I think there are people out there.”

“How many?”

“Many villages, old man. More than I could
count.”

“How far away are they?” asked the old
man.

Jaron thought for a moment and said, “On the
other side of the world and then beyond. Maybe even in those
stars.”

“In the stars, you say. What makes you think
that?”

The boy shrugged. “Just a feeling, is
all.”

“Have you ever seen any other tribes?”

“No.”

“Have you ever heard of other tribes,
outside of the world?”

“No, but I know that they did exist and that
they’re still here, if smaller.”

“I see. Are they good or bad?”

Jaron’s body began to tremble. “I don’t
think that they’re all good. I don’t know why.”

“Hmmm.... What is it, which you expect to
learn from me?”

Jaron stood and paced to the entrance and
back. He looked at the old man. “Somehow, I feel that there is bad
out there, beyond where I can see. I feel you can show me
something, which can help me fix the wrongness, but perhaps you
can’t. I don’t know anything else.”

The old man smiled. “You’re correct. I’m the
one to teach you. I too, am looking for something. I’m looking for
one to teach, so that he may correct the wrongs out there. Tell me
if you’re he.”

Jaron went onto his knees by the old man.
“I’m he, the one you want to teach, the one that has to correct
what is out there. Please old man, I beg of you; what is it that
you have to teach me? Why am I here? Where am I going?”

The old man smiled under his pale grey
beard. “I will show you, if you will promise never to reveal it,
and what you’re to learn here, is to be used in the demise of our
common enemies.”

The boy’s eyes pleaded the answer. He said
nothing and the cavern began to fill with light. Jaron’s eyes
opened wide with excitement. He looked at the old man, who was
smiling as pieces of fruit, from the far corner of the cave, began
to roll across the floor, to the feet of Jaron. Three pieces of
fruit rose in the air, rotated and fell into the boy’s lap.

Jaron held one piece up, for a closer
inspection. “Is this wizardry, old man?”

The old man smiled and sat back. “In a
fashion. I believe this is more an exact science, than magic. If
this is what you seek, then I can teach it to you. However, the
teachings don’t come without responsibility. There is also the
learning to be battle ready.”

The boy nodded. “I need what you have to
show me. Yet, I believe that I’m already battle ready. It was only
three days ago, that in single hand combat, I defeated the
great-spirit snake, anaconda.”

“So I heard. Many of the children have sung
of your courage. To defeat that great snake, is worthy of the best
of poems. Those, who you will battle, will have the skill of a
hundred anacondas. Will you be ready for that?”

“I will try. There is another hunting party
going out, tomorrow, and I will be in it. I will run harder and
faster than before. I will get these muscles and bones ready, for
the hundred anacondas.”

“Good, Jaron. When you’re ready, then we
shall begin. Now, hurry outside. Sheril is coming up the hill,
looking for you. It seems that you did not tell your mother that
you would be here, this morning. You should go, now.”

Jaron stood. He looked towards the entrance.
He did not hear her, until a moment later. Off in the distance, he
heard her voice singing. “How did....”

The old man smiled. “You will also learn
that, later. Now, go.”

The boy turned and ran from the cave, to
greet the pretty Sheril. She was pleased to find him, and they
descended the hillside, together.

ψ


CHAPTER 2


HOUSE OF TORREN

1053 BS

AFTER BATTLE OF SEQUETUS
3

The Great Hall of Jilta was full. Over two
thousand Temple leaders had thronged to the annual speech of The
Master Templar, the sixteenth in the line of succession. The center
of the greatest religion in the Federation was on Jilta, having
left Sequetus 3 less than a millennium ago. Jilta, it was promoted,
was the holy home planet of Lorde Torren, who died over a thousand
years ago. It was Jilta that had sent out the expeditions, to
liberate Sequetus 3 and in turn the Galaxy. It was Jilta that had
spawned the religion of Torren, not Sequetus 3. That small planet,
Sequetus 3, Earth, had only been a local battleground, though the
events there had changed the Federation and the Galaxy.

Since the early days of Torren, his name and
glory had spread to the far Outer-Worlds of civilization. At first,
the Temples were a curiosity, while the fervor their short-life
Earth followers created, was looked upon with scorn. Now, there was
at least one Temple, on eighty percent of all civilized planets.
That did not mean that the religion’s growth was slowing, as its
followers comprised only a small percentage of any planet’s people.
The religion was expanding, but in its own estimation, it needed to
have a greater impact, more followers, more influence.

Keeping with tradition, the Master Templar
was a short-lifer. He stood before the massive thronging crowd.

The Royalty of Jilta had vanished with the
exodus of Lorde Hymondy, and the prior fall of the Federation
Alliance, over a millennium ago. Now the Royals, what was left of
them, were no longer a united elite race, of their own. Most had
disappeared, prior to the Battle for Sequetus 3. Earth had been
saved, but it was the beginning of the end, for the known
Federation. The Royals no longer ruled. On some of the planets,
they still held a position of status, but their ability to wield
power had diminished. They were often being only a Head-Of-State,
as an antiquated rubber-stamped institution.

Planet administrators were representatives
of the leading interest groups, on the planets. Most planets had
representatives from the military, the Warp Drive Bank, the larger
commercial corporations, people’s representatives, occasionally a
member of a Royal Family, and more recently, a representative from
the House of Torren of the Temple.

On Jilta, the planet had been swept up by
the teachings of Torren. It took little time before the House of
Torren safely filled the vacuum, left by the Royals. There were now
over one hundred and twenty-seven thousand Temples throughout
Jilta. The once Great Palace of Lorde Hymondy III, was now the
heart of the House of Torren. Such was the influence and power, of
this new religion.

The Master Templar stood on the podium in
the Great Hall, its stained glass windows reaching through the
fingers of intricately carved rock walls, to forty pacs above. Its
vaulted ceilings now had paintings of Earth scenes and Jilta, as
sister planets, in a sea of confusion.

The Master Templar raised his hands. His
garb was heavily embroidered with gold, on royal-blue velvet. Over
his left breast, he wore the ten-pointed star of the House of
Torren.
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He looked down on the thousands below. Not
all were local. Some had journeyed from the far Temples, of the
outer reaches of the Federation.

Behind the Master Templar, was that famous
picture of Torren, holding the bullet that had been shot at him, by
the assassin on Earth, over a millennium ago.

“Control is what was needed then, and it’s
needed now!” cried the Master Templar to his audience.

“More control!” the crowd called back.

“How are we going to get it? By becoming
bigger, assuming the void of power left to us, by the Royals. Only
then, can this Galaxy be at peace, with itself. It needs the
guiding hand and spirit, of a well controlled House of Torren.

“We’re what was prophesized; we’ll govern
all aspects of life, in the Federation. Already, we have seen
Temples flourish in the new worlds, well beyond the old sectors of
the Federation. Yes, this is a religion spawned on Earth and
carried on the migrating wings of the masses, from Earth to their
new worlds.

“However, this isn’t a religion of Earth
versus the Federation, as some protagonists would lead the
civilized worlds to believe. This is a religion for all people,
short and long-lifers alike. Only when enough see the light from
the House of Torren, will all of mankind be set free.

“We’re no threat to anybody. We wish all to
do well in life, to be honorable and good. We will, however, expand
our Temples, our followers, and the number of planets we’re on. Let
no one try to stop us, for we shall not be stopped. Until now the
only limit to our expansion is the limit that we have put on
ourselves. If you don’t agree with those limits on our work, then
may man finally be free. It’s in your hands, that freedom.

“Thank you, and remember, as was said by the
Torren, himself: Only we make our own future. Do what is right, and
good night.” The Master Templar raised his hands and waved. Music
began, after a short pause; he turned and stepped down from view.
Applause filled the air, and so ended the final service, of the
annual Sortet.

The Master Templar removed his golden-hood;
a symbol of the torment Torren had gone through in his final days,
to save all known civilizations.

The Master Templar hurried down a corridor
to his quarters, where he would refresh himself, before his next
meeting, with the Seven Cordellos.

The Seven Cordellos were the seven most
powerful Templars in the Galaxy. They were the Temple leaders of
the seven largest Temples. The size of a Temple was determined by
its income, generated from followers, the size of its membership,
plus the number of Temple Minors around it.

Currently, the largest Temples were three
from Jilta, one from Kalanon, one from the sector of Silto, and the
last two were from the sector of Centor.

The Master Templar was nervous. Until this
year, Jilta had held a majority of four seats of the Seven
Cordellos. Now, the fourth seat had changed, and was a temple in
the sector of Centor. There was little reason to believe that the
Master Templar’s position was at risk, as the Seven Cordellos had
never in the past broken from the tradition, to elect a Master that
was nominated by his forbearer. Traditionally, the Master Templar
was a short-lifer, a Jiltanian, who endorsed and ratified the
rulings of the Cordellos. As per the House of Torren’s own
constitution, the Master Templar was elected by the Seven
Cordellos, and gave the official approval to their plans and
projects. The Master Templar also had the power of veto, nullifying
the power of the Seven Cordellos, with the exception of his own
election.

The Master Templar waited, in the small
anteroom to his residence, where the Seven Cordellos would soon
appear. He drummed his fingers on the table. Had his speech been
powerful enough?

The Centorians were fanatics about
expansion. He knew what they wanted; military advancement. They
wanted to arm, to develop a galactic fleet that would go to the
rescue of any Temple under attack, for expressing its beliefs.

The Centorians had sent their resolution in
before, when they had only Minor Cordello status, and it had been
declined year after year, for the past two decades. Now, Jilta had
lost the control of power. The Cordellos of Silto would side with
the Centorians. They had done so in the past. It was the Cordello
of Kalanon who was a wild card. Which way would she vote? Would she
go against Jilta? Would she side with the Centorians? Could this
see the office of the Master Templar removed from Jilta, after a
millennium of expansion? No, in the past the Kalonian had always
been an ally of the Jiltanians, but now the Kalonian held the
balance of power and that made the Cordello from Kalanon, one of
the most powerful people in the Galaxy. Which way would she
vote?

Last year, the Cordello from Kalanon
attempted to introduce a ruling; to expand the number of Cordellos
from seven to nineteen. The other six Cordellos had defeated the
resolution. It obviously would have been a diluting of their power.
Now the Master Templar wondered. Where did the balance of power
lie? If he did give approval, for the number of Cordellos to
increase to nineteen, how would it affect the control of the House
of Torren? From twelve new members, there would be four from Jilta,
two from Centor, one from the planet Sleebo, another from Silto,
one from Penec and the last three would be from the new short-life
Outer-Worlds, beyond Penrell. Yes, the Outer-Worlds beyond Penrell,
held the balance. The Earth colonies were traditional, and
colonial, but not military expansionists. If they ruled, as the
balance of power, at least the Galaxy would be safe from a military
backlash from the Federation, which he feared would occur, if the
Templars took up arms. The only way to expand, was in peace. It was
difficult to see expansion, under any other guise, than peace.

The Master Templar sighed. He knew that
times were changing quickly, now. There was really only one simple
solution, and that was for Jilta to work harder and for their
Temples to regain their former splendor. It was only five hundred
standard years ago, that all of the Seven Cordellos, were all from
the planet of Jilta. It was recorded as a great triumph for
expansion, when one of the seats finally went to another
planet.

Yes, with that expansion came shifts in the
balance of power. He knew that the shifts were swinging away from
Jilta. He did not object to that. He only wanted the expansion to
be strong, but devoid of militarists. Only then, could they be
assured of placing their Templars in positions of power, in every
organization, on every planet. Only then, could the dreams of
Torren be achieved. They would usher in a time of peace, when good
men could hold their heads up high. That time was still in the
future.

The Master Templar had held his position for
twenty-three standard years. He was fifty-eight years old and of
Earth ancestry. He was of medium build and had a powerful ruddy
face. He would like to rule for the next five years, fulfilling a
natural office term of thirty years. He would then be able to
witness the results of any resolutions, passed during this
session.

All resolutions adopted as Canon Law would
be adopted for a trial period of five years, as per their
constitution. Upon the lapsing of five years, the canon law would
be reviewed and if changes were required, they would be adopted for
another five years. Should no changes to the law be deemed
necessary, then the law could be granted permanent status.

In walked the Seven Cordellos; hooded in
gold cloth, and contrasted by burgundy capes, heavily embroidered
with gold thread depicting the heraldry of their own temples. The
Master Templar sat at the head of the long table, nodding to each,
as they sat.

Finally, the senior Cordello for Silto,
entered, a middle aged man, but different to the others. He had
been a Cordello for fifteen years, the first as a long-lifer, the
first true Federationists to gain the title, within the Temple.

They all opened their agendas. The first two
items were ratifications of existing five-years-laws. These passed,
without much discussion. The next item was the ordination of a
hundred and twenty more Minor Cordellos, from the far Earth
colonies. These were also approved quickly.

Finally, they reached the familiar proposal
of the Cordello of Kalanon. She read her proposal and looked up.
She never expected it to be passed, but she earnestly believed that
the time was approaching, when the Jiltanians must throw the burden
of control open, to the other Temples and that, only with greater
representation from the new worlds could the House of Torren
expand, beyond the clutches of their enemies.

She sat there, stunned. The Master Templar
smiled at her soft face. It was not hard to realize why she had so
much power. She looked every part of the saint. Wisps of bright
golden hair curled, from under the hood. The Master Templar
estimated her age as no more than thirty-six.

The three Jilta Cordellos had just approved
her motion. This meant that, for the next five years, starting in
twelve months, the Sortet would be ruled by nineteen Cordellos.

She stared at the Master Templar, who said,
“Well done. Times are changing and our expansion must continue. It
would appear that the control of the House of Torren must now be
shared with many others, at least for a period of five years.

The two Centorians exchanged glances. They
had voted against the proposal, but knew better than to voice any
disapproval, against the outcome. This was obviously a time to be
amicable, and to try to get the Kalonian Cordello to vote for their
proposal. They knew that they had lost the play, for a stronger
stand against the enemies, of the House of Torren. As soon as the
Jiltanians had approved the Kalonian recommendation, while the
Centorians had voted against it, they had no chance of having their
own recommendation approved by her, this year.

Their recommendation was now tabled quietly,
and politely denied. There would be no military arm of the Temples,
this year.

The Cordellos politely rose, bowed and left
the room.

The Master Templar looked towards the
Jiltanian secretary, taking the recorded minutes and said, “That
means we survive a Holy Junta for another year.”

“Next year, what will happen?” asked the
secretary, as he rose from his seat, with the transcripts.

The Master Templar shrugged. “We have a year
to lobby and buy favors. A year to get our marginal Temples into
the top nineteen,” he sighed. “It appears that the simple easy days
of expansion, are past.”

ψ


CHAPTER 3


THE BANK

1053 BS

“What do you mean the
recommendation was not approved?” The tall skinny man was glaring
at the man standing by the wall.

“The Cordellos voted against the proposal,”
the shorter man answered.

There were three others there, with them.
The room was small; its walls were decorated with maps and systems
of the Galaxy.

The tall man was livid. “We invested a lot
of money in the Centorian temples, to get them to the needed size,
so as to be able to break the Jiltanian stronghold. They should
have easily taken the recommendation and acted upon it. Did we not
provide enough provocation, to have them want to go military? Did
we not attack and destroy enough temples, and destroy their
merchant shipping to the Outer-Worlds? Did we not have at least a
dozen temples burnt to the ground in Kalanon? What more do they
require, to tell them they need to arm; to protect what is theirs?
What will we have to do, for this proposal to be accepted?”

The second man swallowed and said
nothing.

One of the others stepped forward. “It isn’t
so bad. We all know that for the Bank to grow stronger, fastest, it
must have two parties at war. Otherwise, there is little profit. We
need the Templars to arm, so the Federation will realize the risk
that these fanatics pose, to our peaceful society. This will be
done, and if not in this Sortel, well, then there is next
year.”

The tall man nodded. “All our work, our
timetable…,” he sighed. “We needed to start producing this now.
We’re losing control, over the Galaxy. First, the wars with the
Alliance a millennium ago saw us as victors, but we lost our
monopoly of manufacturing Warp Drives. There are three independent
manufacturers, now!”

“I know, I know,” said the third man. He was
old and had seen most of the changes to the Bank, from its days of
glorified single rule over the Federation, to making wars and
ceasing wars, to suit its own ends. All was done, in the name of
good economics. “Still, we have come a long way since that woman
arrived here….” The others fell silent. It has been agreed that she
would not be spoken of, again. The third man looked around, shaking
his head. “You forget how easily she made us succumb. There is
almost nothing recorded of her and look what happened. A millennium
ago was….” A pain in his head made him double over. He tried to say
her name, but couldn’t. He straightened, and resumed talking, on a
slightly different subject. The pain vanished. No one could ever
recall that woman, and what happened on Palbo, a thousand years
before.

The third man continued, “As our forefathers
realized, the only way to rule and provide peace in this Galaxy,
has been to have one ruler. That ruler has been us, since the
inauguration of the Warp Drive Bank, and it shall remain that way.
Only by singular economic rule, will there be peace that lasts.
Yes, sometimes, that means minor wars have to be started, to divert
the populace’s attention away from us. It was during those times of
uprisings against the Royals and the Federation, by the last of the
Confederates, which saw our greatest leaps forward. We’re still the
kingmakers, and what the loss of power of the Royal Families, pays
tribute to that. They went against us and now, they’re relics; a
forgotten era of the Galaxy.”

A squat round man, who had been sitting away
from the rest, now rose. “That was a mistake and I won’t go into
why again, but I say that the Royals were our greatest asset. They
ruled on our behalf. They did our bidding as programmed, except for
one last occasion. That singular mistake did not mean that they
should have been disposed of.... like rats.”

“Get to the point Rachass!” called the last
man, also old, but not as rotund. He walked over to the group,
wearing a black single piece suit, as did the others, but with
heavy gold on the arms depicting rank.

“Yes.” Rachass stiffened and looked ahead.
“It isn’t as bad as it seems. The work and investments, fostering
hatred for this group of misfit religious fanatics hasn’t been
wasted. I understand the reason the Centorian’s recommendation was
not passed, is because the bill put up by the Kalanon Cordello was
accepted, and that acceptance threw off the Jiltanian stranglehold.
They just defeated themselves.”

“Good,” said the last man. “All things will
be achieved with time and perseverance. All that is needed now, is
that continued perseverance.

“So, what has happened on Sequetus? Have we
found him yet?”

The tall skinny man’s face tensed as he went
over to his notes. He stared upward and then slumped into the
chair. “No sir. The depopulation has almost finished. We have not
found him. I believe it may be possible that he eluded us, and
escaped to the Outer-Worlds.”

“No. He is there, otherwise we would have
heard of him, elsewhere. Keep the operation going, until you find
him. He must not escape, especially to the Outer-Worlds.”

“Yes sir.” The others were returning to
their seats.

“Good,” the round man said. “What we need to
do now is look at our strategy of the past two years. We need more
strength in our attacks. This religion isn’t hated enough. It’s
getting too free a reign in the short-lived Outer-Worlds. In fact,
without our direct intercession, too many of the peoples of Earth
would have emigrated. They breed prolifically.”

The long skinny man looked at his leader,
“Sir, we have tried to provoke violence between the long-lifers and
those of Earth, and there seems little interest.”

“Yes, but wait until they increase in
numbers and appear as a threat to the long-lifers. That will worry
them. They’re of insufficient numbers on the inner planets, and the
outer planets are too far away from the old Federation, for the
long-lifers to be concerned. Arming the House of Torren, shall
change that attitude. When the Templars take up arms, then they
will be seen as the threat, which they really are. Then, the old
Federationists will awake and want to eliminate them. It will be
then, when we regain our absolute ruler status.”

The meeting continued.
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CHAPTER 4


RAMBUS 2

LATE 1053 AD

Gerome sat at the head of his table. On his
left were his two daughters and on his right, his son and son in
law, Rango.

His wife smiled, at her husband and their
life. This was a time of celebration, the Exodus Week; the week
when the First Fleet set out from Earth, to colonize the
Outer-Worlds, beyond the Federation.

In Gerome’s case, life had been good, as it
had in the case of all his ancestors, since the first settling. The
Planet was good to them, their friends and all the colonials.

“Before we eat, I think today being
especially Arrival Day it would be good to take a moment’s silence
to think about what The Torren gave up, so that we could all be
free.” Gerome looked about him and then lowered his gaze to the
ground. He waited a moment and then glanced up. “Hazel, could you
pass the bread?” he asked his wife.

The table was full of produce. The family
began to pass the food back and forth. There were breads,
vegetables, baked protein yeast, sauces and a few fruits. The
planet had been very good to them, and this week, they would eat
only what the planet had directly supplied. During this week, there
would be no imported goods on the table. Such were the new
traditions of the Outer-Worlds.

The mealtime lasted an hour. Celebrating
Arrival Day, was the major event of the five hundred and
twenty-three day year. A day was twenty-eight standard hours
long.

Gerome stood up from the table and the
children ran out from the dining room. “Don’t be too long on the
holo-phone, to your friends. Satellite hire is still
expensive.”

“Yes papa,” called the eldest, as they ran
out to their other rooms. Gerome knew they would be all calling
their friends on the next station, six hundred kilometers away.
Still, if it made his children happy, how could he complain on
Arrival Day?
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A township on Rambus

Gerome stood looking out through the wide
glazing, over the dry desert and rock, which stretched out below
him. Today, the mining harvesters of the desert sands would be
inactive. He looked towards the far craggy hills on the horizon, at
the glinting of their metallic sands, against the sun. Beyond them,
were the great lakes, eleven kilometers deep. They provided the
heat from the inner planet; the energy for the algae to grow and
breed, creating the oxygen that had built up in the atmosphere over
the millions of years. The soil itself was too arid and poisoned
with bauxite and hard metals, to allow any significant plant growth
on land. The algae seemed to be able to withstand the metallic
components in the water and, had in turn, protected the water
source from the overhead sun.

Tomorrow, he would return to work in the
mineral harvester.

Ω

The first mate cried out, to the crew, “We
have been boarded! Defend the ship,” and he dashed from the bridge,
with ten guards.

He made a stand, shooting from the other end
of the hallway, against the white shining uniforms and dark
faceplates of the pirates. The mate dived to the left, as he
shot.

The guard behind him fell, with the left
side of his chest exploding. The mate glanced up and fired at the
approaching enemy. A series of shots whizzed past, and he scrambled
back to the bridge over the dead bodies of crewmates. As the door
opened, he collapsed. His right arm was severed with the knife-like
precision of laser fire. He lay on the floor, one eye staring at
his arm, lying alone, across the hall. He could barely breathe.

The first mate heard a few more shots,
footsteps; and then a boot came down hard on his severed shoulder,
driving pain into him, until he almost passed out. He screamed,
until his skull exploded, from a close range shot, from a pirate.
His body twitched and another shot was fired into the brain.

The pirate looked into the bridge. Three of
his comrades were dead, as well as the whole complement of this
ship’s crew. He pushed his way past two dead bodies. “Colonial
short-lifers, the scourge of the Galaxy!” he grunted. The sight of
short-lifers disgusted him. Carefully, he adjusted the controls,
and viewed the planet on the screens. The ship would be within its
orbit in twelve hours.

The pirate looked towards his own men;
nodded and motioned that it was time to leave. All the raided
ship’s crew was confirmed, as dead.

Ω

Gerome looked out from the bubble side-dome.
“It seems that the density of bauxite is lessening. See if we can
locate a new deposit, Rango.”

“Sure boss. I reckon going to the east, will
pay.”

Gerome nodded. “Gerome, to bridge…. Ralph,
move the rig to grid 134 by 1295. We’ll try one more run, before we
change shifts.”

“No problems boss,” came back the reply,
over the radio.

The great rig began to lumber over the
desert plain. Gerome and Rango were in a reconnaissance sand-craft
that moved, using twelve triple jointed legs. There were eight such
craft, which operated around the clock, except Arrival Day.

The rig was two stories high, with
accommodation quarters above, and the operations deck below. Crew
rotation was done by gyrocopter, at the end of each shift, them
being ferried, back and forth, to the mother harvester.

Gerome sat, strapped in his chair, bouncing
up and down, as the great aluminum machine lumbered over the craggy
landscape.

After fifteen minutes Gerome received a call
from the harvester, two hundred kilometers away.

It was the harvester captain. “Gerome.
Urgent mission. It looks like we have been pirated.”

Gerome looked at the man on the screen.
“They have never been this far out before; why would they want to
attack our merchant ships? There is almost nothing aboard, on the
incoming flight.”

“I know, I know. There is no answer, only a
short mayday, and now the ship is on a collision course, with
Rambus, through our atmosphere. I need you to detour. It’s coming
down now. The expected impact point is being transmitted to
you.”

Gerome looked down at the map points. The
destination was a lake, not far from them. “Impact point
identified. Rover 1 out.”

He stared out from his bubble to see a long
streak of smoke flash across the sky, and vanish, across the
horizon.

Rango’s voice came over the speaker. “By the
Torren, boss, did you see that?”

“Sure did. That is where we’re headed now.
That was our freighter and supplies up there, coming down.”

“Not pirates!” groaned Rango.

“Apparently so.”

“Damn it. I had a gift for Silfy,” said
Rango. Rango was twenty years old, planet born and had not yet
ventured beyond the atmosphere. He had married Gerome’s eldest
daughter Silfy, who was eighteen. He loved her deeply and worked
long shifts, to provide the things he wanted, for her. On the
freighter were items he had purchased; some jewelry and household
appliances.

Commodities were expensive out on Rambus,
but the life was free. Free to work hard and earn a living, away
from stories they had heard, about of the crowded cities of
Earth.

Primarily, Rambus mined bauxite, and on the
harvester it was converted into aluminum. In great slabs it was
lifted, and sent off planet, aboard the freighters that found it
just economic enough, to serve their small community.

The bauxite harvesters were run on a
cooperative basis, with those who served in them, having bought
their right to be there. Those who had initially bought and paid
for the original harvesters were wealthy now, by any planetary
standard. Initially, the first loans for the operations came from
the House of Torren. Hundreds of years later, they were still
paying back the original, no interest loans. No one begrudged the
payments, for if it was not for the will of the Templars and their
desire to expand to make the Galaxy theirs, then none of the
settlers would have reached the colonies.

Rambus did not have a Temple yet, but it was
hoped that when they reached a population of one million they would
be assisted by the Templars, to build one. That site was down near
the southern pole, where the temperature was cooler and plants
could grow outdoors, in treated soil. There was even now a small
town, down south, which was almost self-sufficient, away from the
harvesters. That was progress.

Gerome owned the rights to the exploration
vehicle, they now roamed in. He was contracted to harvester H1. His
job was to find the bauxite and guide H1 to it.

As Gerome watched the screens and stared out
to the rock hills looming ahead, he thought of the components that
had been lost on the freighter. He had bought a new satellite dish,
and presents for his children; but more importantly, how would the
harvester get its aluminum off the planet? The freighter should
have had aboard the anticipated planetary food supplies for six
months, as well. Rambus was able to produce necessities to support
itself, but luxuries were always imported and looked forward to.
Would they be able to salvage any food, or anything else, from the
freighter?

Gerome wondered what hardships this would
bring. He had heard of whole new communities being wiped out,
through supply ships being pirated. He watched as the ground
slipped by, underneath. They had only this one last rock outcrop to
scale, and they would see the lake.

He could now spot it over the ridges beyond
a smaller lake. “There is deep water on that other side,” he called
to the crew.
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The crashed freighter on Rambus

Their machine lumbered up, to the top of the
last rocks. Gerome stared, as they rested at the summit. The
freighter was there. Its shining silvery hull was half out of the
lake pointing upwards. It had not broken up completely in the
atmosphere, and was nose down and half of it, a good three hundred
meters above the surface of the lake. Gerome stared. It was the
largest structure that he had seen in his entire life.

It had crashed into the lake, and its
superstructure was still intact, not sliding to the lake bottom.
Gerome started the exploration vehicle, down to the lakeside.

Ralph’s voice came over the radio. “By all
Torren boss. If that don’t beat all. Look at the mark of the water
line, on the shore. It must have sent a wave, a kilometer
inland.”

Rango’s voice now cut in, over the top of
Ralph. “Look! Smoke from the far side. It’s gradually slipping
down.”

“Got it Rango. Images are
being transmitted to Mother.” Mother was the nickname for H1, their
harvester.

The captain of H1 was on line. Gerome tuned
in the image, as they reached the bottom of the rocks and began
traversing the flatland, towards the lake’s edge. “Gerome. We have
now launched three gyrocopters to you. I can’t understand why the
ship hasn’t burnt up.”

“Perhaps there was someone still aboard and
somehow they slowed down the descent,” answered Gerome.

The captain nodded. “Maybe the pirates are
getting sloppy. Check it out. Does it look like you can get out
there, before our help arrives?”

They were closer to the shoreline. “I doubt
it, but I will scout about, to be certain. It looks like the
surface lining of the lake was scattered out over the desert when
the ship crashed. There may be a chance someone survived.”

“OK, but don’t take any unnecessary risks.
Keep me informed. H1 out.”

A few minutes later and they were at the
lake’s edge. Gerome stopped the machine. He noted that the
freighter had slid another twenty meters into the water since their
first view. The smoke had vanished. “I’m going out there. If any of
you wish to join me, do so.”

Gerome threw open the lid to his compartment
and scrambled out, into the fifty-three degree Celsius heat. He
glanced towards the sun and then back at the lake. He walked along,
to a ladder and stepped down to the ground. He sank a few inches
into the ground. Mud! This would have to be the first time that
this place had seen mud.

The surface kelp and weed that prevented the
lake from evaporating, was now scattered for kilometers, over the
dusty and rocky land surface.

Gerome breathed in the hot air and squinted
over the lake. The water around the ship reflected the light from
the hot sun. Normally, that water couldn’t be seen. A reflective
weed covered it, and it protected the water from the sun’s rays.
However, at the same time it permitted some light to penetrate into
the water below. The weed leaf was translucent. Few other plants
could survive so near the surface. The sun’s rays were deadly. Just
below the surface leaf, was jammed great kelp and plants that
enabled the water to support life. It was almost solid plant for
the first seventy meters; it then gave way to the softer plant
life, followed deeper by microscopic algae. At the deepest points,
who knew what lay down there, for the lakes had never been
surveyed.

ψ


CHAPTER 5


SALVAGE

Gerome’s two crew members stood behind him
and stared out at the enormous hulk that protruded from the water.
More smoke began to waft up, from the far side. The great drives
stretched up, a hundred meters into the air. Slowly, a rumble began
to shake the ground. An explosion ripped through the near side and
flames belched out towards the shore.

The three stepped further back, in response.
Gerome stared at the large flare, traveling up into the sky. The
water began to be struck with falling debris, from the explosion.
The great hulk moaned and inched closer towards the bottom of the
lake. Its slide into the murky depths began to speed up as another
underwater explosion, sent water spouts into the air. A large wave
of plant and algae began to travel towards the shoreline.

“By the Torren, let’s get up from here,”
called Ralph as he leapt up from the water’s edge. The others
followed.

They arrived back at the exploration craft,
in time to see the wave wash up the shore and slowly recede into
the mud. Gerome looked back to the freighter, which had since
slipped another fifty meters downwards, towards its grave.

He turned towards the sound of the radio
aboard his craft. It was the captain of H1.

“Gerome. We have just received a distress
call, from the freighter. There is someone aboard. Can you get
in?”

“Negative Captain. The exploration craft
would become entrapped in the surface weed. We would never get out.
How long until the gyrocopter arrives?”

“Another fifteen minutes. Can the ship stay
afloat that long?”

“I don’t know, Captain. It’s still going
down. Let me get back to you in ten minutes, I have an idea.
Out.”

Gerome put the microphone back and looked at
the crew. “Get aboard. I have an idea.” He swung up to the top
level, jumped into his seat and was followed by the crew. A minute
later, the craft slowly stepped onto the shallow water.

“Where are we going, boss?” called
Ralph.

“Look on the screen. See that area of water,
there?”

“Yeah.”

“See how all the weed and vegetation has
been washed ashore?”

“Yeah..,” said Ralph slowly.

“That weed came from that section of water.
There is every chance that the water is clear. If it is, we may be
able to slip our way down and clear a line to the freighter, under
the growth. With luck we can then rescue whoever is aboard.”

“Got it,” said Ralph.

The exploration craft found a path down to
the shore and slowly began to lower into the water. Gerome watched,
as the water came up to his window. The craft stepped into deeper
water than its depth and floated, with only its small antennae
breaking the surface.

Gerome retracted up all the craft’s legs,
submerged and watched the weed and kelp beyond his bubble window.
He looked at the controls and slowly they descended.

He was correct. Most of the vegetation had
been washed ashore, leaving their section clear. His only concern
was that when the freighter slid down towards its grave, would the
weed on the surface close back over, preventing them from reaching
the open surface again?

Gerome looked at the instrument panel before
him. He checked his gauges. “Ralph, how does it look, at your
end?”

Ralph looked about, the light of his cabin
shone into the blackness. Occasionally, some of the kelp flashed
past his plastic bubble hatch. “Looks clean here, boss.”

“Rango?”

“A heavy wall of weed to the right. That’s
better. Plenty of room, it looks fine now,” answered Rango, from
the underbelly of the craft.

Gerome watched the controls, as the craft
continued down, beyond all light from the surface.

He leveled out at one hundred and twenty
meters, set course for the position of the freighter and slowly
edged forward.

“Rango, take the helm while I get
below.”

“I’m on it.”

Gerome flicked a switch and his seat
descended downwards into the craft. Quickly, he unstrapped himself
and edged up the corridor, leading to the discharge chamber.

The exploration craft were multipurpose
vehicles, and suited off-planet and wet-planet uses, alike.

Quickly, Gerome donned his suit and helmet.
“Ralph, can you see the freighter yet?”

Ralph looked out, beyond where the lights of
the craft were streaming. “Nothing yet,” he indicated to the
boss.

Gerome strode to the decompression chamber
and waited.

Ralph finally saw the side of the hull of
the freighter. There were small lights. “We’re almost there
skipper. It’s still sliding down. I would estimate that it will
still hold for another fifteen minutes.”

“Good Ralph. I want Rango to radio to the
freighter, to tell whoever is in there that they must get out
first, before the ship goes down. In the meantime, I will get
ready.”

“The plan, boss?” called Rango.

Gerome checked the decompression chamber,
flicked some valves. “When that old bucket goes down, it will go
down fast and take all around it, too. I have no intention of
getting inside it, but if whoever is in it, can get out, wearing a
suit, then I can pull them aboard, here. We’ll then exit to the
surface, through the temporary opening in the weed, which the ship
has left. If the gyros get to the ship before it goes down, then
maybe they can pull the survivors out.”

“If the person can’t get out? I mean, all
the corridors to the exits are possibly blocked,” called Rango.

“Then, they will go down with the ship,”
returned Gerome. “There will be no further risk of life.
Understood? We’ll make every opportunity to save whoever is there,
but they must help us by making it out from the ship,
themselves.”

“Understood.”

“Boss,” it was now Ralph. “She is moving.
Get ready for evasive maneuvers!”

The floor tilted up, as a shock wave threw
the craft about. An explosion. Their craft pitched and spun.
Another explosion.

“She’s really going down fast! I reckon she
will be completely underwater, now. There go the drive stacks.”
Another explosion and their craft almost pitched upside down.

Gerome was thrown from one side of the craft
to the other. He slammed against the far bulkhead. “Hell. By the
Torren, Ralph, what the heck are you doing? Trying to kill me?”

The craft was thrown again and began to
rotate, spin and gyrate. They were heading down and Ralph was doing
all he could, to cease their descent. Sweat was pouring from his
brow. “Boss, we’re following the freighter down. It’s already far
below us. We’re following, in its wake. Our engines are screaming
and we’re still going down.”

“For Torren’s sake Ralph!” screamed Gerome.
“This tub will implode, in another thousand meters. We’re not built
for this depth....” He was thrown into the far wall, and knocked
unconscious.

Ralph strained to twist the controls. Their
craft was still being sucked down, but the rate of decent was now
slowing. He guessed that the freighter was far below them and their
descent would halt, but would it stop before their hull gave way?
There was already moisture on the inside of Ralph’s bubble
hatch.

Finally, their craft began to level out, at
a depth of one thousand two hundred meters. Very slowly, they began
to rise to the surface.

Ralph called out, down the corridor, after
wiping the sweat from his brow. “Rango! Go and find the boss. I
think something has happened to him. We’re ascending slowly.
Instruments tell me that there is clear water above us all the way,
to the surface. If there was anyone in that ship, they’re thousands
of meters below us now.”

“Roger, Ralph.” Rango unstrapped from his
chair and slid down the corridor, where he found Gerome on the
floor, blood trickling down the side of his face.

“Brace yourself!” cried Ralph over the
radio. Immediately the craft lurched up and to the side, caused by
the last death-throws of the freighter, as it imploded below. More
shock waves hit, at lessening degrees. Slowly they continued to
rise.

Gerome opened his eyes. They were only a
moment from the surface. He was lying in the small infirmary. He
looked at Rango. “Have we stopped the descent?”

“We’re only meters from the surface,
boss.”

Gerome sighed and slowly sat up, felt the
lump on his head and grimaced. He would be all right. He stood and
steadied himself, then slowly walked back, down the corridor, to
his seat. He strapped himself in and activated the chair so that it
rose to the position, under his bubble window. He could see light
coming in, from above; it felt a relief.

The water line above, broke over the hull of
their small craft. The beautiful blue sky world above, flooded into
Gerome’s cockpit. Their craft was well afloat and kilometers from
the shore line.

Above three gyrocopters were circling. “Good
to see you EX1. We thought we had lost you. Any sign of other life
down there?”

“Negative, Commander. It went down, before
we could make any communications,” said Gerome. He flipped his
bubble lid open, desperate for some natural open air.

Before anything else was said, the surface
began to swirl as hundreds of bubbles started to disrupt the
flatness of the water. More bubbles erupted and then large
turbulences, as gases made their way to the surface from the
freighter. Gerome figured that they were the last few pockets of
air as the freighter was finally crushed, by the thousands of
meters of water, above it.

The bubbles ceased and without warning a
large metal sphere, the size of half of their craft, burst to the
surface.

“Lifeboat!” cried Gerome. He lifted himself
from his cockpit, to stand on the top deck of the explorer craft.
He dived into the water. Twenty strokes and he was by the lifeboat,
gripping the side rail of the sphere, and slamming his hand against
the hull, twice. A noise returned, from within.

Then a grating sound from above was heard,
as the top hatch began to unbolt. Gerome hauled himself out of the
water, up onto the side ladder. Slowly, he climbed up and peered in
to look at the occupant.

Gerome grinned. He waved and then looked up,
to the hovering gyrocopters. He beckoned the gyros to move in.
“Commander. We have a survivor. It looks like a Caucasian, fourteen
year old girl. Send down a line and harness.”

“Got it EX1 Leader,” and a line was lowered.
Gerome grabbed the line and motioned to the teenager, to fix the
harness around her waist. A minute later, she was being lifted
safely, into the air.

Gerome closed the hatch and motioned to the
other gyro, to drop a line. It did. Gerome then waved for Ralph to
connect it to their exploration craft. They should be able to tow
the lifeboat to the far weed, about half a kilometer away. The
gyros then dropped five more lines; Gerome joined them, and then
held up the loop so that it was picked up by a gyro. The plan was
simple. The gyro flew with the line, towards the shore, over the
weed and vegetation to the clearer water, where the exploration
craft could pick up the line. The exploration craft would submerge
once again and then resurface, closer to shore. There, it would tow
the lifeboat to dry land. Once on land, the lifeboat would be
transported back to the settlement. At least there would be some
salvage, as compensation, for the exercise.

Gerome dove back into the water, swimming
over to his exploration craft.

Ω

Gerome had flown back to the settlement,
after his shift. It had been an interesting day. The bauxite
deposits he found, turned out to be minor. He looked out over the
desert, as the sun began to slip beyond the horizon. He waved
goodbye to his wife. He was on his way to the Communication Center.
The captain of H1, who had flown in with her, was debriefing the
teenage girl, who had been found.

“Evening, Gerome,” said the captain.

“Evening, Captain, Miss,” said Gerome,
turning his gaze to the girl.

They were in the Communication Center of a
settlement, that housed five families and it looked as though there
would soon be another family. It seemed that his second eldest
daughter, Amy had her heart set on Stenton, the eldest son of
George Landel.

Gerome looked at the teenager now in front
of him. She was small, with pale brown hair. Her features were
petite. She was wearing what Gerome knew to be a dress, white, soft
and embroidered with delicate patterns of blue flowers. Dresses
were impractical on Rambus, but Gerome’s books on historic Earth
had showed him that such attire was common, once upon a time.

She had a slight smile, and bobbed with a
small curtsey, when Gerome looked at her.

“What is your name?” asked Gerome, in a soft
voice.

“I don’t recall, sir,” she said in a
singsong accent.

Gerome looked at the captain, who said, “It
seems that she won’t or can’t recall who she is or where she is
from.”

“I see,” nodded Gerome. “Do you recall what
happened, aboard the freighter?”

She shook her head.

“How did
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