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What Reviewers Say About Gun Brooke’s Supreme
Constellations Series

Protector of the Realm

Supreme Constellations: Book One

 


“Protector of the Realm has
it all; sabotage, corruption, erotic love and exhilarating space
fights. Gun Brooke’s second novel is forceful with a winning
combination of solid characters and a brilliant plot. The book
exemplifies her growth as an inventive storyteller and is sure to
garner multiple awards in the coming year.”—Just About
Write

“Brooke is an amazing author, and
has written in other genres. Never have I read a book where I
started at the top of the page and don’t know what will happen two
paragraphs later…She keeps the excitement going, and the pages
turning.”—MegaScene


Praise for Gun Brooke’s Romance Novels

Fierce Overture

 


“Gun Brooke creates memorable
characters, and Noelle and Helena are no exception. Each woman is
“more than meets the eye” as each exhibits depth, fears, and
longings. And the sexual tension between them is real, hot, and
raw.”—Just About Write

September Canvas

 


“In this character-driven story,
trust is earned and secrets are uncovered. Deanna and Faythe are
fully fleshed out and prove to the reader each has much depth,
talent, wit and problem-solving abilities. September Canvas
is a good read with a thoroughly satisfying conclusion.”—Just
About Write

Sheridan’s Fate

 


“Sheridan’s fire and Lark’s warm
embers are enough to make this book sizzle. Brooke, however, has
gone beyond the wonderful emotional explorations of these
characters to tell the story of those who, for various reasons,
become differently-abled. Whether it is a bullet, an illness, or a
problem at birth, many women and men find themselves in Sheridan’s
situation. Her courage and Lark’s gentleness and determination send
this romance into a ‘must read.’”—Just About
Write

Coffee Sonata

 


“In Coffee Sonata, the lives
of these four women become intertwined. In forming friendships and
love, closets and disabilities are discussed, along with
differences in age and backgrounds. Love and friendship are areas
filled with complexity and nuances. Brooke takes her time to savor
the complexities while her main characters savor their excellent
cups of coffee. If you enjoy a good love story, a great setting,
and wonderful characters, look for Coffee Sonata at your favorite
gay and lesbian bookstore.”—Family & Friends
magazine

Course of Action

 


“Brooke’s words capture the
intensity of their growing relationship. Her prose throughout the
book is breathtaking and heart-stopping. Where have you been
hiding, Gun Brooke? I, for one, would like to see more romances
from this author.”—Independent Gay Writer


Change Horizons

By Gun Brooke

Smashwords Edition

Copyright 2013 Gun Brooke

This eBook is licensed for your
personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given
away to other people. If you would like to share this book with
another person, please purchase an additional copy for each
recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or
it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to
Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
the hard work of this author.


Table of Contents

Synopsis

Acknowledgments

Dedication

Supreme
Constellations: Oracle’s Destiny

Supreme
Constellations: The Queen and the Captain

Exodus: The
Dawning

Glossary

About the
Author

By the
Author

Books
Available from Bold Strokes Books


Synopsis

Three stories
of courageous women who dare to love as they fight to claim a
future in a hostile universe.

In Oracle's Destiny, Chief
Medical Officer Gemma Meyers works to rebuild the Gantharat home
world. When forced to collaborate with druid and herbalist Ciel
O'Diarda, Gemma struggles with her bias over Ciel's profession and
her attraction.

In The Queen and the Captain,
Captain Dana Rhoridan fully expects her assignment to transport the
infamous former Queen EiLeen of Immidestria to Gantharat to be pure
hell. She realizes the queen hides behind a façade, harboring
dangerous secrets that place lives in the balance. But is the queen
friend or foe?

In The Dawning, Chief
Engineer Korrian Heigel is in charge of designing a fleet of ships
able to transport millions from an endangered planet. Working with
Chief Psychologist-Anthropologist Meija Solimar, the two clash over
every aspect of the project. But an unknown enemy is at work
forcing them to unite or all will be lost.
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Supreme Constellations: Oracle’s Destiny

 Chapter
One

 “Oh, for stars and
skies, it had to be her.” Chief Medical
Officer Gemma Meyer groaned at the sight of the tall Gantharian
woman striding toward her.

Dr. Ciel O’Diarda, Gantharian druid and herbal
healer, moved with self-assured grace. Her black-white-silver
striped hair was tied back in a low, tight braid, and startlingly
blue eyes emphasized her chiseled face. All Gantharians were
blue-blooded in the truest sense of the word. Their “red” blood
cells were in fact the color of sapphire, which made Ciel’s skin
tone faintly blue, as well as her lips.

Gemma couldn’t help but compare this woman to her
other Gantharian friends, especially Kellen O’Dal, Protector of the
Realm. Kellen had invited her to Gantharat and was grateful to have
her help restore and update Gantharat’s health-care system now that
the Onotharian occupation had ended. But Ciel O’Diarda had not been
coy about her disdain for Supreme Constellation medicine. Gemma
found this attitude infuriating since the SC had just made
Gantharat a free world again. On top of that, Gemma finally had a
chance to visit some of the places where her plans had been
implemented, and her Gantharian guide had to be Ciel.
Wonderful.

“Dr. Meyer.” Ciel pursed her lips and bowed
slightly. “The convoy is ready.”

“Dr. O’Diarda,” Gemma
replied. Ciel clenched her jaws. Good, Gemma thought. Her scornful
emphasis of her title had hit home. “What a surprise.” She wished
Kellen had chosen someone else. To begin with, a real doctor
would’ve been nice.

“I’m sure you’re as…astonished as I was when
Protector O’Dal contacted me.”

“Astonished doesn’t even begin to describe it.”
Gemma hoisted her sling-bag and walked up to the closest
hovercraft. An SC soldier stood by the door leading into the
passenger section.

“I’m Dr. Gemma Meyer. Which vehicle am I supposed to
ride in?”

“In the second one together with Dr. O’Diarda,
ma’am.” The soldier saluted. “We’re hauling your equipment into the
cargo-craft and expect to head out in an hour.”

“Fantastic. Thank you, Sergeant.” Placing her hands
on her hips, Gemma slowly turned to Ciel. “Looks like we’re going
to muddle through this together.”

“I heard.” Ciel’s expression was stoic, but she
looked like she wanted to sigh just as deeply. “According to our
route, we should reach Paustenja by nightfall. We’ll set up
camp—”

“I know. I know. We’re roughing it. I may have been
a space rat most of my professional life, but I can still read an
itinerary and retain the information.”

“Roughing it.” Ciel snorted, her eyes turning into
slits of contempt. “Our definitions of what constitutes rough might
differ. Staying in environmentally controlled habitats is hardly
rough.”

“You’re right.” Gemma made her voice sugary and her
smile cold. “The habitats are not all that bad. That said, I can
tell you haven’t been to my office in the former Onotharian bunker
next to the exercise fields.”

“Nor do I ever intend to set foot where they
conducted interrogations and conjured up all sorts of ways to
torment my people.”

“Interrogations?” Gemma pressed her lips together at
the thought of her offices having been the place of such
atrocities. “In Bunker Twelve?”

“In all of them.” Ciel sneered. “Ah, please, Doctor,
don’t tell me you didn’t know?”

Swallowing, Gemma forced the images of what had gone
on in Bunker 12 and others from her mind. “Actually, no. I didn’t.”
She turned and entered the hovercraft. When Gemma arrived on
Gantharat, she’d thrown herself into the medical issues that needed
her attention around the clock. Some of her peers went through a
more thorough orientation, but Gemma saw the urgent need for her
particular expertise. The first two weeks she had joined the trauma
surgeons, and during the following two weeks, she monitored the
work of some internal-medicine physicians. Long before her
introduction was over, Gemma knew she would have to remain on
Gantharat much longer than the six months originally in her
orders.

The hovercraft she and Ciel now boarded was divided
into two small quarters. It was clearly one of the bigger vehicles,
as it was luxurious by Gantharian standards. Gemma put her bag on
the bunk in one of the spaces and sat down. She would have to wrap
her head around the fact that the one person she clearly detested
would be her guide. The fact that Ciel seemed to walk around with
even bigger personal issues than Gemma would make for an
interesting, putting it diplomatically, journey.

Another voice called out. “Ma’am? Commander Meyer?
We made good time getting ready. If you are all set, we can move
out within ten minutes.”

“Excellent. Find Dr. O’Diarda and let’s be on our
way.” She poked her head out. “Is my communication panel
online?”

“Yes, ma’am.” The young SC soldier stood at
attention, her eyes covered by sunshades. “You’ll have audio and
video in the more densely populated areas and, later, audio
only.”

“Very good, Corporal.” Gemma nodded and ducked back
into her quarters. She sat on the stool by the narrow desk and let
the equipment scan her retina. “Chief Medical Officer Gemma Meyer
to Admiral Rae Jacelon.”

A low hum echoed through the hovercraft and then a
throaty, clipped voice answered. “Dr. Meyer. How are you doing,
Commander?” The admiral’s pale features appeared on the screen.
Blue-gray eyes and fiery red hair emphasized the commanding
presence she projected. Gemma had known and served with the admiral
for the last fifteen years and respected her highly. The fact that
Rae Jacelon had married Kellen O’Dal and become an esteemed
protector as well only added to her legend.

“I’m fine, thank you, Admiral. We’re heading out in
a few minutes and I expect to reach the first small city, Rihoa, by
noon tomorrow. We’re building a set of clinics in the residential
areas, and I need to check up on the progress of the staff’s
education. They’re the first to use the advanced module.”

“Yes, that’s quite exciting.” The admiral smiled. “I
saw a summary of the initial reports.”

“Thank you, Admiral. I’m carefully optimistic, but—”
Gemma stopped herself. “Speaking of this mission, any particular
reason why I need an entire SC unit? I could travel faster if I had
just a shuttle and a handful of soldiers.”

“No. Part of your mission takes you to areas where
shuttles can’t navigate, let alone land. The radiation is harmless
for humanoids and wildlife, but any high-altitude technology is
useless there. The hovercraft are outfitted with protection.”

“What about the sensitive medical instruments the SC
is donating?” Gemma asked, alarmed.

“They’re stored in protective containers. The
Gantharians have been most informative and helpful. Dr. O’Diarda
knows this vast area like the back of her hand. She’ll be able to
guide you and offer advice.” Rae tilted her head. “Something tells
me you’re not entirely pleased regarding that.”

“I’m hesitant. Dr. O’Diarda isn’t a physician. We
don’t speak the same language, professionally. She’s some sort of
shaman and herbal expert. How can she know what I need to
prioritize?”

“You’ll find that Dr. O’Diarda knows more than most
Gantharians. She’s a druid and, yes, an expert on medicinal plants.
This made it possible for her to keep people alive during the
occupation.”

“All very admirable and something I normally would
find interesting, but she—”

“You’re stuck with her, Gemma. When I asked the
former leader of the resistance, Andreia M’Aldovar, whom to send
with you, Ciel O’Diarda was the obvious choice. I even made Kellen
double-check, but she claimed she didn’t have to. Even she had
heard of Dr. O’Diarda while she was in the resistance.”

“All right.” When Rae had made up her mind and
issued an order, that was it. “I’ll give her the benefit of the
doubt. Again.”

“I know you two butted heads over planning during
your last encounter. Try to ignore that and learn from her as much
as you teach others. That’s the best advice I can give you.”

“Will do my best.” Gemma felt more like thudding her
forehead against the screen. “Please, tell Kellen I said hello.
Being a protector dealing with an interim government can’t be easy.
I hope you get to see her once in a while.”

“Once in a while,” Rae said, and nodded wistfully.
“We know it’ll calm down little by little. At least we’re both
planet-side and under the same roof.”

The hovercraft began to hum louder. “We’re moving
out. I should let you go, Rae. I’ll connect to the base in
twenty-four hours and deliver my report.”

“Remain safe. Jacelon out.” The SC logo appeared as
Rae disconnected.

Gemma had moved to sit on the bed when she heard a
knock on her door. “Enter.”

The door hissed open and revealed Ciel. Leaning
against the door frame, ankles crossed and arms folded, she looked
at Gemma and smiled faintly. “Getting comfortable?”

“Yes. I checked in with Jacelon. Next report
tomorrow this time.” She was oddly uncomfortable and thought it
might be because Ciel’s devastatingly blue eyes rarely blinked as
she gazed at her.

“You hungry? There’s a small kitchenette in the back
with a table for four. I brought fresh vegetables and some food I
prepared to last a few weeks. I can’t stand the synthetic
stuff.”

“At least one thing we agree on.” Gemma pursed her
lips. “Yes. Thank you. I’m quite hungry. Can I help?”

“I’m sure you can, but right now it’s not necessary.
I thought I’d heat some g’benka soup. I have bread to go with
it.”

Things might be looking up. Fresh food and real
bread? Gemma navigated a narrow bulkhead and found the kitchenette
more spacious than she’d thought. Granted, Ciel was at least ten
centimeters taller and, um, curvier than she was. Gemma’s cheeks
warmed at the too-personal observation. This was so unlike her. Her
shoulders tensed into the usual square shape as she sat down on one
of the stools at the small counter. Squinting, she followed Ciel’s
easily flowing movements as she prepared their food.

 


*

 


Ciel didn’t believe in certainties. In her
experience, the only inevitabilities in life were that she would
die one day and that life in general was unpredictable. Now she
would have to add a third to this very short list. She was sure,
beyond any doubt, that she’d never met a woman like Gemma Meyer.
The woman was clearly a brilliant doctor, but she was annoying,
disdainful, opinionated, and had obviously worked relentlessly
without much rest ever since she reached Gantharat.

“Here you go.” She placed the steaming-hot mug of
soup in front of Gemma and watched her grab it with pale fingers.
Her hands seemed frail, too slender and elegant to belong to an
esteemed trauma surgeon from the Supreme Constellation. She knew,
of course, that Gemma was also a commander in the SC fleet, which
was a testament to how looks could deceive. No doubt the good
doctor was as lethal as she was able to heal. Ciel’s thoughts
visited her own past, but as quick as a Mirisian butterfly, they
skipped ahead to present time. No good ever came from dwelling on
those years.

“Soup all right?” Ciel sipped from her own mug and
sat down.

“It’s amazing, actually.” Gemma sounded surprised.
“I can’t even describe the taste other than it’s…delicious.”

“I’m glad you think so. It’s also very healthy. The
main ingredient is a root that only grows in the wild. So far it
has foiled any attempt by farmers to grow it, for hundreds of
years.”

“Really?” Gemma looked into her bowl as if the root
were readily visible. “Sort of like a farmer’s holy grail,
then.”

“Holy grail? I suppose.” Ciel wasn’t familiar with
the expression but thought she understood the meaning. “The legend
says that whoever tames this root will obtain eternal bliss.”

“Sounds like a dream for many poor farmers. Can it
be synthesized?”

“I don’t know.” Ciel shrugged. “I’ve never heard of
anyone trying. I doubt you’d get the same healing qualities if you
did. There are more to things than molecular structures.”

“I don’t entirely agree, but I can understand, in
this case at least, what you mean.” Gemma finished the contents of
her mug. “I don’t think it’d taste the same way if you dissolved
powder in hot water. The taste and the fibers are probably part of
its qualities.”

Ciel stared at Gemma, wondering if this was the same
woman who had practically flogged her in front of some student
physicians at Ganath’s largest hospital. Ciel didn’t visit the
capital very often, and she remembered vividly how much she’d
regretted going that particular time, a month ago.

“Don’t look at me like I sprouted another head,”
Gemma said irritably. “I may be a stickler for traditional medicine
and science, but even I know that a lot of it has roots in the
knowledge of herbs and plants.”

“I wish you could’ve mentioned that to the students
when we met last time.”

“We were discussing post-surgery routines. Hardly
enigmatic roots or teaching history.” Gemma pressed her lips
together, the tension around her eyes back now.

Ciel wanted to pinch herself for disrupting Gemma’s
reasonable mood. They would be traveling for hours at a time in the
hovercraft, just the two of them. Someone had to act mature and
make sure this frustrating woman could do her job unhindered.

“I shouldn’t have brought it up,” Ciel said, shaking
her head. “We don’t see eye to eye on this and we never will. I
don’t want to keep arguing while we’re on this mission.”

Gemma studied her through narrow slits. It was
amazing how stunning she was. Ciel was used to being suspicious of
anyone who wasn’t blue-blooded like herself. She realized that a
lot of Onotharians still lived on Gantharat, and most of them had
lived there before the Onotharian Empire had occupied her home
world. These Onotharians had either joined the occupants or
remained loyal to Gantharat, but either way, it was hard to tell
the difference just by looking at them. Watching Gemma now, who
wasn’t blue-blooded or as warm-colored as the Onotharians, Ciel
didn’t know how to respond.

Gemma wasn’t very tall and was quite slender, her
skin transparent and pale. The only thing about her that looked
Onotharian was the dark-brown, slightly tousled hair that reached
her earlobes. Long and slender, her neck rose from the collar of
her coverall uniform, which hid the rest of her very effectively.
Ciel wasn’t sure why she paid such attention to detail when it came
to Gemma. It had been the same the last time they met. Remembering
how Gemma had lectured her in front of everybody, Ciel found
herself reflecting more about how Gemma must have lost weight in
the last month rather than how incensed she had been that time.

Now Gemma placed her mug in the recycler and pushed
her hands into her pockets. “I have work to do. See you later.”

“Yes. Oh, here. You need to keep rehydrating. These
hovercraft are horrible that way.” Ciel opened the cool storage
cabinet and pulled out a bottle. “It has some tasteless cloves in
it. It’s—”

“Good for me. Yes. I understand.” Gemma took the
bottle. “I should have asked before I had the soup, I guess, but I
assume you’ve checked that everything you serve me is compatible
with Earth human metabolism?”

“Yes.” Ciel spoke through her teeth. Really. This
woman was going to drive her into seclusion due to mental issues
that no herbs or chants could fix. Yes, the question was warranted,
she knew that, but did Gemma have to sound like she thought Ciel
was a complete idiot?

“Good. Thank you.” Gemma nodded curtly and walked
into her quarters.

Ciel took a bottle of clove water for herself and
stomped into her own space. The door shut behind her and she leaned
against it, closing her eyes. She dreaded the upcoming long days of
clenched teeth and fists.


Chapter Two

 Ciel watched with
secret fascination how Gemma’s command presence made her look
taller and more intimidating when she stood before the tall, burly
SC soldiers. The sun-heated foliage created a sweet-scented mist
around them as Gemma stalked along the group of eight men and six
women, her eyes squinting as she debated with the sergeant next to
her.

“I refuse to enter the medical facility of Rihoa
with all fourteen of them trailing me, scaring the patients and
intimidating the staff. I can’t do my job that way, Sergeant.”

“We’re in charge of your security detail. I’m under
strict orders directly from the admiral to not let anything happen
to you.” The man, seasoned and weathered, tried to look amicable,
but Ciel could tell he was ready to grab Gemma by her neck and
shake some sense into her.

“I don’t enjoy repeating myself. It won’t work.”

“Dr. Meyer,” Ciel said, not about to watch this turn
into a time-consuming squabble. “What if you allow two soldiers to
go with us and the others to position themselves where they need to
be in case something happens?”

“Perhaps.” Gemma muttered under her breath. “Fine.”
She slung the strap of her bag over her shoulder and looked
impatiently at the two closest soldiers. “You and you. Join Dr.
O’Diarda and me at the clinic. Sergeant, position the rest of them
where you deem necessary, as long as it’s far enough away from the
patients.”

“Aye, Commander. Doctor.” The sergeant looked
displeased, but he relented and divided his team into three groups,
pointing out on a handheld computer where they needed to go.

“Guess we can make our escape now,” Ciel said. Gemma
would probably explode if she was delayed further. She grabbed her
own bag and began walking across the dusty road toward the newly
built medical unit. It would become increasingly hotter throughout
the day until the temperature peaked around midafternoon.

Frowning at how mindlessly the builders had
destroyed far too much vegetation near the structures, she did her
best to harness her outrage at the sight of the withered remnants
of edible and medicinal plants. Such waste.

“What’s up?” Gemma muttered.

“What do you mean, Commander?” Ciel tried to feign
disinterest, not about to start arguing with Gemma in the middle of
the road.

“You’re radiating discontent. It’s pretty obvious.”
Gemma glanced at her again. “And now you’re even more displeased
since I noticed.”

Was she that transparent? Ciel took a breath. She
wouldn’t let this woman just walk all over her and read her mind.
It would only mean trouble. “It’s just…just the plants, Commander.
Look.” She pointed at a pile of singuisa bushes. “They’re a
powerful antibacterial remedy if you make tea from them.”

“Ah. Yes. Shame. But we’re bringing that type of
medication with us. The soldiers will deliver it later.”

“That’s not the point.” Gemma didn’t understand. How
could she? “We wouldn’t need the synthesized SC medication if my
fellow Gantharians knew how to recognize and harvest these plants.
The singuisa bush is just as potent.”

Gemma shook her head. “It’s also a matter of things
being cost-effective and practical. Harvesting from bushes takes
too long, and retraining people to do that—”

“Isn’t much harder, and it doesn’t take longer or
cost more than this circus!” Ciel gestured at Gemma and the two
soldiers. “There’d be no need for bodyguards, fancy SC equipment,
or—” She stopped herself before she said too much.

“Or SC physicians who try to tell you what to do?”
Gemma asked sweetly, the brown in her eyes suddenly very cold and
opaque.

“Your words, not mine.” Ciel tried to reel her
temper in.

“Sure sounded like that’s what you meant to
say.”

“If that’s what you think, I can’t prove otherwise.”
Starting to feel utterly childish, Ciel took another deep breath.
What was it about Gemma that made her act so very out of character?
She drew yet another breath and used a mind-cleansing mantra to
regain her inner balance. When her equilibrium was centered once
again, she exhaled and managed a smile. “I apologize for allowing
this to escalate,” she said, and meant every word. She was here to
guide and assist Gemma, not make her job impossible. Something
about the tension around Gemma’s eyes, and the way she squared her
shoulders until she looked like she’d break at the slightest touch,
implied that this woman felt the universe depended on her
efforts.

“No matter. I agree with you. If a plant is useful,
no matter how, people should take extra care to preserve it, if
possible.” Gemma gripped the shoulder strap of her bag harder and
leaned forward as they walked up a steep hill. The bag looked far
too heavy for her slight frame, but Ciel knew better than to offer
to carry it. Gemma most likely was a lot tougher than she
looked.

It didn’t take Ciel long to realize that something
unusual was happening at the clinic. As far as she could see on the
grounds around the structure, people were sitting or lying, some
tended to by the ones around them. She tried to do a rough head
count, but it was impossible as there were probably others on the
other side of the building.

Inside, patients waited in a long line at the
reception desk, and she couldn’t see where it ended. Others sat in
rows in the waiting rooms, and more severe cases waited on gurneys
in another area. Ciel saw an even deeper frown appear on Gemma’s
face. This was not good.

 


*

 


Gemma stalked up to the reception area. The man
working behind a computer console looked frazzled, more intent on
entering commands than focusing on the people next in line. A young
woman was holding a crying baby, tears streaming down her face.

“Please. Just listen to me. I need to see a
doctor—”

The man held up his hand in a clear sign she
shouldn’t interrupt him.

“My child, he—”

“Deal with him. I’ll look at the child,” Ciel
murmured behind Gemma.

Glancing behind her, she saw Ciel bend over the
child and gently touch his face.

“What is she doing? Who are you people?” the man
behind the computer said, now looking up in obvious exasperation.
“You can’t just cut in front of the line—”

“I don’t intend to. My name is Dr. Gemma Meyer. Call
the clinic administrator and the person medically responsible to
join me here.” She showed her identification on her handheld
computer.

“I will do no such thing. Can’t you see we have a
crisis on our hands?” The Gantharian man huffed and returned his
gaze to the computer screen.

“You will, and you will do it instantly if you want
to keep your job. I’m the SC representative and I designed this
clinic. If you don’t—”

“You…did you say Meyer?” The man licked his lips
repeatedly, clearly panic-stricken. “Yes. The administrator, Ms.
O’Eso. The clinic chief, Dr. O’Toresho. Right this instant.”

“And why’s the line this long?” Gemma propped
herself against the counter, watching with interest how the man’s
fingers flew across the commands. “Just what crisis are you
referring to?”

“We’re still bringing our system online. It takes a
while to register the patients who came into town yesterday.
They’ve been walking for months.”

“Where from?”

“From the correction camp in Teroshem. They’re on
their way home.”

“On foot? Where’s their transport?” Gemma leaned
over the desk. “How far away is Teroshem from here?”

“About two hundred kilometers, ma’am.” The man was
sending messages via the computer as he spoke. “The clinic
administrator and the chief are on their way.” He smiled carefully,
looking much too young to deal with an onslaught of displaced
people.

Gemma nodded curtly and returned to Ciel, who was
examining the now-whimpering baby. “I don’t know how much you
overheard, but these people are displaced. Refugees trying to get
home from some correction camp.” She turned to the mother of the
sick child. “Perhaps you can tell us where you come from and where
you’re heading.”

“I speak Premoni very badly, Doctor.” The woman
looked worriedly at Ciel. “Druid, can you tell me what’s the matter
with my son?”

“Please, call me Ciel. He’s dehydrated due to a
bowel infection. How long have you been on the road trying to get
home?”

“My name is Tammas O’Mea. I’ve lost track of time,
Druid O’Diarda,” the woman said.

“He needs liquids and vitamins. Perhaps additional
nutrition.” Ciel smiled at the young mother. “It’s hard to be on
the road with a baby.”

“I have very little milk for him.” The young woman
whispered, half hiding her face. “The camp closed months ago, but
I’ve been mostly on foot. I gave birth to Ilias when I’d been
walking for a week. I had to rest for a few days before I could
continue.”

Ciel shook her head, her jaw working before she
spoke. “I can’t imagine walking that far with a baby after giving
birth. You’re strong, Tammas.”

“I want to go home to my mother and father. If
they’re…if they’re…I haven’t been able to reach them via any comm
system, but people say the links are down all over the planet.”
Tammas sobbed. “And now Ilias is sick.”

“He’ll be fine. We should let Dr. Meyer look him
over as well, but my assessment stands. Rehydrate and give him some
missing vitamins and some anti-inflammatory tea. You should have it
too, as it will permeate the milk. You’ll see an increase in breast
milk as well.” Ciel cupped the back of the little boy’s head. “He
has your features.”

“I know. That’s a blessing. He’s of mixed
blood.”

“So his father was Onotharian?”

“Yes.” Tammas blinked repeatedly. “We were
married.”

“Where is he now?” Gemma asked as she ran her
scanner over the boy. She examined the readings and was reluctantly
impressed when her instrument concurred with Ciel’s diagnosis.

“I don’t know. He and some of the other incarcerated
Onotharians had to go into hiding when some militant people from
Teroshem stormed the camp once the occupation ended. He had managed
to save some money and other valuables for Ilias and me, but I
don’t know what happened to him.”

“I’ll take this information to headquarters,” Gemma
said, and pocketed her scanner. “They need to know about illegal
militia activities.”

“How much farther to your destination?” Ciel asked
Tammas.

“To Emres? Maybe two more weeks. Three if the rains
begin early.” Tammas looked determined but also exhausted. “I’ll
have to wait until Ilias is better. That means the rains will have
been under way for a while.”

Gemma thought fast and looked around the room where
at least some sixty people sat in chairs or on the floor against
walls, and stood in line. So many people seeking help from a
multitude of conditions while on their way to a place that used to
be home.

Straightening her back, Gemma began to create a
solution to the problem. This was one thing she could do something
about, no matter how many were displaced. She pulled out her
communicator. “Commander Meyer to SC headquarters.” She repeated
the page twice before a male voice responded. Relaying the details,
she smiled confidently as the lieutenant at headquarters
acknowledged and promised to send transportation. “I’ll report back
as soon as we know if we need a mobile hospital unit to deploy,”
Gemma said. She wanted to report the intel of rogue Gantharian
militia groups but realized that would require more investigation
before HQ could take any measures. She decided to record an initial
report to Jacelon when she was back in her small office area aboard
the hovercraft.

“Tammas,” Gemma said. “I’ve requested transportation
for you, Ilias, and everyone else in here who is in transit heading
home. I’ll make sure you and Ilias have a bed at the clinic until
the transportation arrives.”

“Oh, thank you. Thank you so much, both of you.”
Tammas’s eyes filled with tears. “You can’t possibly know how
amazing that would be. I’m prepared to walk for as long as it
takes, but I’m so worried about Ilias.”

“He’ll be fine.” Gemma looked over her shoulder and
saw a man and a woman approach. Guessing they were the
administrator and the clinic’s chief, she stood and greeted them.
Glancing at her companion, she saw Ciel pat Tammas’s shoulder and
then walk from patient to patient, speaking with them.

“Dr. Meyer.” The administrator beamed. “I’m Ms.
O’Eso. We’re so honored that you are blessing us with your
presence, but you’ve caught us at an inopportune time.” She smiled
nervously, clearly trying to appease the visitors.

“And by that you mean the reason why you’re not
seeing any of these patients?”

The placating smile disappeared from O’Eso’s face.
“What? No. I mean, we’re not quite ready yet.” She didn’t sound so
confident anymore. Lacing her fingers tightly, she turned to her
boss. “Sir?”

“Ah, yes. All in good time, Dr. Meyer,” he said,
looking questioningly at his administrator.

“God, this place is like a farce.” Gemma pinched the
bridge of her nose. “You realize that I have the protector’s
mandate to change anything I don’t agree with, right?”

“Certainly,” the chief said cordially. “We’ll make
the protector and the little prince proud.” Spouting platitudes was
evidently what this man did best.

Gemma turned to the administrator. “Now listen.
Don’t bother with the computers. Use pens and paper if need be, but
start treating the patients. This is an order relayed through me by
the protector herself. Do I make myself clear?” She clenched her
fists so hard her blunt nails pressed painfully into her palms.
Willing herself to relax her fingers, Gemma saw color leave the
administrator’s face, turning her chalky white.

“The protector? You speak for the protector
personally?”

“I do.”

“Sir,” O’Eso said hurriedly, “we need to simplify
and speed up the registration process and begin seeing patients. By
decree of the protector.”

“Forgo our routines?” The chief, who Gemma now knew
had to be replaced as soon as possible, frowned. “I’m not sure,
what if—”

Ciel joined them, her face serious. “People might be
dying on your doorstep. You need to command your staff to start
doing their job.”

“Medical transport units are on their way, but it
will take them a couple of hours
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