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The people of Earth had been Stargazian citizens for almost a year, and they enjoyed their new lives. They embraced the many benefits of being citizens, such as free healthcare, educational opportunities, freedom of speech and other rights, which were too many to name. Although life had improved for them, some citizens from Earth still struggled with the recurring mental issues that would haunt their lives. I heard stories about the hospitals filling up with patients seeking treatment. On a positive note, many of the surviving people of Earth’s origins had a zest for knowledge and enjoyed the benefit provided by the new technology the empire used. 

The planet was a different story. Many destroyed forests littered the Earth as technicians looked into restoring them to their natural state. During the Cyclonian occupation, they ripped up pristine forests to get the precious metals in the ground. A total count of natural resources taken from Earth was under evaluation. The vast holes in the Earth created during the attacks had been 90% filled. The remaining holes contained high amounts of radioactivity and weren’t yet safe for any living being from any planet. Until they could resolve this, Stargazian technicians quarantined them. 

Most cities started the rebuilding process. With Stargazian construction technology, it would take little time to build new buildings such as schools, restaurants, businesses and skyscrapers. Other cities weren’t so lucky, such as Boise, Berlin, Rome, and Sydney. Cyclonian dirty bombs made everything in those cities radioactive and skeletal remains still lay at the spot where the person or animal died. Intel stated the Cyclonians used these cities as test beds for their new weapons. Special Stargazian technicians started decontamination, but they felt it was too late to clear all the radioactivity. Stargazian environmental officials decided that containment was the final resolution. Around each city, technicians installed a force field, preventing any accidental entries. 

On a positive note, New York City construction workers laid the foundation for Earth’s first mile-high skyscraper. Liberty Tower was the name chosen for this new building. This skyscraper would be a beacon of hope for all to see. New York City’s geography made it the most suitable place for Liberty Tower. It would be the primary capital of Earth. After the defeat of Earth’s militaries, all governments on Earth ended during the occupation. Local government officials would meet at Liberty Tower to discuss issues that only affected Earth. When Earth finished rebuilding, the Stargazian citizens living here would hold elections for a person to represent the planet at the Senate in Baron. That elected representative would live in Baron and vote on matters that affected the empire. 

My life had changed for the better since marrying Ariana. We settled in the town of Wrightwood, the same town as our honeymoon. It was wonderful that Wrightwood survived the terrible battles, which caused so many to suffer. During our honeymoon, we hiked to the highest ridges, and shared the beauty Earth could show us. From the ridge, we found the place to build our home. A cool breeze blew across my face as a sign of changing seasons. 

Turning to face my bride, whose beauty was ever greater than the impending sunset, I asked, “It is a beautiful sight, don’t you think, Ariana?” 

“Uh, yes, it is, Hylian,” she said. 

“Are you okay? Do you feel well?” I asked, concerned. 

“Yes, I am fine. Sorry, Hylian. I just have something on my mind.”

Our home overlooked the town of Wrightwood, as well as the valley floor below. In the initial design, we incorporated several innovative features to protect our new home on Earth. One such feature was that we had our home made into an A-frame design to help withstand winter snowstorms. Earthquakes posed a great threat to our new home, which the contractor considered, adding a stabilizer to help when shaking occurred. In case of forest fires, he installed a force field generator, which would temporarily protect the house from any impending flames. Ariana preferred Earth’s Victorian era architecture, so she added these features within the design of the home. She took the role as interior decorator since I didn’t care much how the inside looked as long as food was in the house. 

It had two stories, with an enormous staircase in the middle and a kitchen in the back. Overall, it had all the conveniences of a modern Stargazian house with five bedrooms, including the guest bedroom. Each bedroom had a unique style and I believe it made our home unique. Another traditional feature we added was an enormous fireplace made from local rock. The fireplace created a sense of serenity around the house, and we often sat near it, watching the flames flicker with different colors. Our wedding pictures were in holographic frames and lined the main hallway to the master bedroom. Every picture changed to a different one after a few seconds. With this 3,000-square foot house, we knew it would be hard to fill with furniture. Ordering such items took a while to reach us because of the war. Six months into our marriage, life appeared great, or so I thought.

One night as we lay in bed asleep, Ariana awoke, screaming.

“Stop! Please stop! You’re killing them!” she cried.

I quickly sat up from my slumber. “Ariana, what’s wrong?” 

“Hylian, he tortured them! They screamed for mercy, but he just laughed at them.”

Confused, I looked into her tearful eyes. “Who laughed?” 

“Kormas! Please...just hold me,” she sobbed.

Ariana cried on my shoulder as I held her in my arms. The next day, Ariana slept in late, but still seemed depressed when she walked into the kitchen without a sound. Reluctantly, I asked her about last night’s dream, but she remained quiet. She stood at the kitchen table and cried again and I knew she had withheld something which occurred during her captivity. Standing in the kitchen, I stared out a window, shaking my head and feeling powerless as the snow fell. Eventually, I started a fire to help create a quiet and pleasant atmosphere in the house. Ariana wrapped herself in her blue lap robe while she sat in a cozy chair and stared at the fire, putting her into a long trance. 

I walked outside and saw the snow falling heavier. Feeling cold, I went back inside, until I saw something run near the back of the house. A small animal made pawprints in the snow. It could have been be a mammal such as a small coyote or something looking for food. Out of nowhere, a noise came from the skycar. I couldn’t see anything near the skycar, except for small pawprints. As I inspected all around, something caught my eye near the front door. Fearing it might be a ferocious animal, I sauntered toward the shivering creature and discovered it was a small cat. I bent down, and the cat let me gently pick it up. 

“Ariana!” I yelled, carrying the cat inside the warm house. 

“What is it, Hylian?” she asked, wiping tears from her eyes.

“Look what I found outside, shivering in the cold,” I said.

“It’s so cute. Look at the color of his or her fur. Red, orange and brown,” Ariana said, sounding excited. 

“Uh, it’s a girl; it doesn’t have the right plumbing to be a boy,” I noticed.

“Let’s call her Ginger. Such a sweet kitten you are. Yes, you are,” she cooed, talking to the cat.

Ginger brought a smile to Ariana’s face. She hadn’t smiled much since the other night. Maybe Ginger would help her recover from the drama left hidden in her memories. After we cleaned her up, she looked much better. A few days later, the local veterinarian cleared her of all diseases. We paid the license fee after completing a training course on how to care for the animal. The Stargazian Empire required all citizens to take a pet training course. This helped prevent animal abuse and allowed them to get a license to own a domesticated animal. If the owner abused the animal, it could result in harsh punishment.

A month went by, with not much of a problem with the cat. Ariana still cried at night. She would wake up screaming several times during the night, waking both Ginger and me. As time went on, she became worse. I had to put a bag over her mouth to prevent her from hyperventilating. Ariana needed help and quick. 

I called the office of POTSSR, which stands for Posttraumatic Stress Syndrome Relief. The Senate created this office when the war started. A day before going on leave, I read a report that thousands of Stargazian military personnel had contacted the office. No one in the 234th had contacted them, or so I knew. POTSSR contacted us and they arranged to pick up Ariana in a week.   During the week, we spent nights in front of the fireplace holding onto each other, but I feared the war would engulf my life again. 
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A POTSSR representative told us during the first phone conversation they would send a driver to pick her up in a few days to perform an assessment at their facility. We received a call from POTSSR and they would arrive soon, so we both packed her clothes for the few days she would stay there. Sitting on the couch, we heard a knock on the door. When I answered, it was a POTSSR driver standing and waiting for Ariana. She didn’t say much to me, but I could see tears running down her face. 

Before she left, Ariana kissed my cheek and caressed my face with her hand. Crossing my arms, I watched the POTSSR skycar take off. I stood there in the cold, with Ginger rubbing against my leg. After the skycar left my view, I looked at Ginger and saw her silently meow at me. For the moment, she made me smile, and I picked her up and walked inside so we both could escape the cold air. 

Although I would miss her and felt concerned, I forced myself to shift my focus. This is no time to dwell on that, I thought. It’s time to get back to business. That night, I couldn’t sleep and stared at the empty pillow next to me. Frustrated with the situation, I paced around the dark house, stopping occasionally to stare out the window, watching a heavy snow flurry. A few days ago, an elderly resident told me he hadn’t seen it snow this much so early in the fall. 

Waking up early, I flew in a clear sky over Wrightwood, and saw a white landscape, except for the valley floor, which looked muddy. On my way to my squadron, I saw Edwards SFB in the distance. The name changed to Edwards Stargazian Fighter Base after Earth joined the empire, but most people still called it Edwards. Construction personnel had demolished many of the old buildings, replaced with new state-of-the-art, Stargazian-designed buildings in their place. Flying over Edwards, I could see people working hard on the ground, building nova-class missile turrets and other defensive structures. As I landed, a newly promoted Captain Manning greeted me in the parking lot. 

“Commander Hylian, Sir,” she saluted me.

“Captain!” I saluted back. “How are things here?” I asked while collecting my gear.

“Fine, Sir. Waiting on Raf and Edgar to return from leave,” she said, informing me. 

“Good! I see you kept the scar over your eye,” I noticed, as we walked.

“Yes, Sir. It reminds me of our cause.”

On our way to the hangar, Captain Manning didn’t say a word. She kept staring out at the horizon. I looked at her as she mumbled something under her breath. She kept the same expression on her face and mumbled the entire way through the flight line. 

“You don’t seem like yourself,” I said.

“Frankly, Sir, it’s not yours or anyone’s business. I understand you are concerned, but I am fine,” she stated.

“All right, Captain. Bottling things inside isn’t good. Don’t let it get control. It may end up destroying you,” I said, looking her in the eyes.

Captain Manning’s feelings appeared hardened since our last meeting six months ago. I hoped everything would turn out well for her. Unfortunately, the enemy wouldn’t care about someone’s feelings. As we walked, I saw the Cobras on the flight line as technicians washed them. We made it to the hangar and to my small office. It contained a brand-new computer system with a built-in holographic monitor and crystal storage drives. The drives could contain important files. I sat in my chair to see how it felt as Captain Manning stood there.

“Thank you, Captain Manning. I will be out later,” I said, dismissing her. 

She saluted me and after she closed the door, all I did was sit there for a few minutes, thinking about Ariana. The computer scanned my eye and automatically logged me in. All these new icons confused me, but I would have to learn what program they opened. At least the email icon remained the same. I opened the mail application, and I saw over 4,000 messages. This is going to take forever, I thought. Looking at my screen, I heard a knock at the door and told whoever it was to come in. 

General Veras walked in. I stood to attention. “Sir!”

“At Ease! Sit down, Commander. I hope you’re glad to be back.”

“As well as to be expected, Sir,” I said.

“I understand, Commander. I saw a report about Ariana entering POTSSR. I hope she will be okay. Posttraumatic Stress Syndrome is horrible to experience. Here is the autopsy report from Kormas’ dead body and the genetic material found. Read it; you may find it interesting. Anyway, when the rest of the 234th officers arrive, please come see me in building 100.” 

I nodded back to him and grabbed the report. When General Veras left, I read the report. The information in it looked interesting, as he stated in our earlier conversation. After Kormas injected himself with the genetic material, Sparkles’ bacteria reversed its effects. This caused body wounds not to heal and disintegrated his organs. Reading further down the report, it stated that it was from unknown origins. 

Kormas gave the Dragconian database and their experiments to General Solon. There was no record of what the Cyclonians discovered in the Delta Solar System. I continued to read the report, which stated that no Cyclonian soldiers had the genetic material in their bodies. Continuing to read, I learned Stargazian troops recovered the syringe that contained a trace of genetic material. We know General Solon had taken the large portion of it when he escaped. In time, I hoped to God that we would find this terrible material and destroy it. Also, the autopsy report didn’t state any known side effects from the generic material. 

After finishing most of the report, I went on the flight line and check on the Cobras. They looked sweet and sleek. My hand touched the bottom, feeling the smooth metal surface. From the north, a military transport landed. I assumed it was Raf and Edgar coming back, and I was correct. Raf came out, wearing a Hawaiian shirt and sunglasses, with Sparkles, his dog, following him. Sparkles looked different. He appeared larger and his fur had changed color. The last time I saw him, he had normal hair color for his breed. Edgar seemed tired and slowly exited the transport. Raf, looking excited, walked over to me. 

“Hey, man, what’s happening?” he shouted. 

“Is that a way to speak to your superior officer?” I said firmly.

“Whoa, Hylian! Sorry, Sir! Just keeping it real,” he said, putting his hand up.

Edgar just stood back there, shaking his head as he walked over. 

“Raf, I see Sparkles grew in size and his fur changed colors,” I noticed. 

“Yes, it has changed several times during the last six months,” Raf said.

“I just read a report about unknown sides effects from the genetic material Kormas used. Monitor him for other unexpected changes,” I cautioned.

“Yes, Sir,” Raf answered.

Edgar motioned that he wanted to speak with me. 

“Sir, everyone is here and accounted for,” Edgar stated. 

“Everyone?” I asked, puzzled. 

“Yes, Sir. Lieutenant Ashley and the new 234th replacements were on the transport.”

“Oh, I am sorry. My mind is somewhere else at the moment. General Veras wants the command staff to meet him for a briefing. Meet me in my office in the hangar in twenty minutes.” 

Raf and Edgar both saluted me and walked to the locker room to change into their uniforms. I stood there and thought about Ariana and the future. A slow breeze blew along the flight line as I walked next to each Cobra. Flight line technicians already started performing a FOD (Foreign Object Damage) walk to look for anything that could damage our spacecraft. FOD itself could be anything foreign to the flight line, such as boxes, various metals, and other kinds of garbage. I joined them for something to do while Raf and Edgar put on their uniforms. Even though our Cobras’ shields turned on before take-off, it couldn’t prevent anything from damaging the craft beforehand. Halfway through, we found a few metal pieces on the ground. We walked in a straight line to avoid missing any FOD. After finishing the FOD walk, I headed back to my office. My mind still had many thoughts running through it. Most of the time, I hoped my faith in God might bring me through any obstacles to come. 
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I sat in my office and thought about Ariana again. She had endured a lot, compared with the rest of our friends, and I knew in my heart that she would be okay. While I stared at the icons on the viewscreen, the door opened. Raf and Edgar walked in. 

“Hey, guys, glad you’re back. Let’s go see the general,” I greeted them and immediately gestured them back out the door.

“Hylian, I am sorry about how I acted before,” Raf apologized.

“Don’t worry about it; I am the one that should be sorry. Life has been difficult lately. I didn’t mean to take it out on you,” I replied, accepting his apology while offering a hand in return.

We met Captain Manning and Lieutenant Ashley on the way to the meeting and asked them to come with us. Building 100 was a close walk from the squadron hangar. This new building was the grandest of all the buildings on base and had three stories with many operational sections. The first floor contained the base operations support section, including informational boards, vehicle registration, building, and flight line access. The second-floor housed offices such as human resources, financial services and other important offices. General Veras’s office was at the far end of the second floor. Conference rooms filled the third floor. As we climbed the stairs, we saw the building full of busy people performing their duties. We made it to the second floor, and the group waited there until I found out the meeting’s location. I walked into the office and the general’s secretary greeted us.

“Hello, Commander, how may I help you?” she asked.

“I am Commander Hylian and my squadron has a meeting with the general,” I stated.

“Yes, Commander. Your group is in conference room 3.”

“Thank you, Ma’am.”

I left the office and told the group about our destination. As we made it to the third floor, a light emitted from the third room. Anticipation grew as the group entered the room. We saw the general talking to an old friend, Captain O’Keefe, wearing his uniform with the rank of Admiral.

“Good, everyone is here. Please have a seat. We have a lot to discuss. Thank you for coming on such short notice,” the general stated. After a temporary pause, the general spoke again. “This meeting is need-to-know and please keep what I am about to tell you within the 234th. About a month ago, Stargazian command received a distress call. It came from section 177.”

Raf, Edgar, and I stared at one another with disbelief. 

“Sir, that is the dark region of space we call the Edge of Darkness,” Raf said.

“Yes, it is, Major,” the general said.

“The Edge of Darkness?” a puzzled Lieutenant Ashley asked. 

“A dark nebula causes that part of space to be dark. Before the war, the empire sent supplies to other civilizations, in hopes they would have repelled the Cyclonians, but we never heard from them again. A few of the supply ships that flew near that region lost themselves in the dark nebula. Recovery ships found pieces of them floating in space. We knew Cyclonians didn’t destroy it, because of the partially salvaged ships. We sent probes into the area and never heard from them again,” General Veras explained.

“So, what about the distress call?” I asked.

“The distress call took some time to decipher because the writing was in an encrypted code. Whoever sent it didn’t identify themselves but asked for our help and gave the coordinates through The Edge of Darkness. We know the distress call was not a Cyclonian frequency. The High Command wants to send a small fleet through the nebula to study it,” explained General Veras. 

With his arms folded Edgar blurred out, “This is where we come in, right, General?!” 

“Absolutely!” said Admiral O’Keefe, with a smile on his face.

The briefing continued as we listened to the details of the mission. Admiral O’Keefe would lead the fleet into the nebula and the 234th would be the spearhead of the fighter group. The 12th and 49th fighter squadrons, just briefed the day before, were also coming. Our fleet would comprise a space carrier, two space cruisers, and High Command felt it necessary for the 5th infantry group to accompany the fleet in case of ground battles. Included in the fleet was the 22nd atmospheric jumper group. 

The group was comprised of all Stargazian reptilians. Like Raf, their naturally armored bodies were more suitable and could withstand the rigorous nature of jumping from 139,000 feet. They engaged in the most dangerous jumps while liberating Earth. In the past, humans jumped from that high with some success, but many would lose consciousness during the jump and died. A new standard allowed only reptilians to jump from that high. The mission would start in a week, so there was little time to prepare. This would give me the opportunity to meet the new 234th pilots and deal with Ariana’s issues. I just hoped this mission wouldn’t be long, but something told me it would be.

“If there is anything else, please speak now,” General Veras asked.

“Sir, I have a question,” I said. “I know this has nothing to do with the briefing but, has there been any news on General Solon, genetic material or the Dragconian database?” I asked.

“No, Commander Hylian. The last known whereabouts of General Solon were in the Cyclonian home world. The only genetic material found was from the syringe Kormas used. There barely was enough of it to analyze, to discover what it is and what it comprises. No results are in, at present. General Solon has most of the genetic material, as pointed out in previous reports. There is nothing new about the database. We may find the answers from whoever sent the distress call,” General Veras stated. 

“Understood, Sir. That answered my question about the genetic material,” I responded. “If we find anything of that nature, I will report it to Admiral O’Keefe,” I said.

“Yes, and if possible, bring back some compelling evidence of what the Cyclonians are doing with the database, research, or whatever it is they have,” General Veras stated. 

“Yes, Sir,” I said. “Has there been any new information on who the Cyclonian master is?” 

“No, this is all the information we have. I will let you know if there is anything else. Remember to complete any training and attend scheduled briefings before leaving,” General Veras said. 

Just before we left General Veras’ presence, he had one last bit of business—a rank promotion which came as a surprise to me.

“Edgar, your bravery, among all others, has granted you a promotion to Lieutenant Commander. Congratulations!” General Veras announced, shaking his hand.

“Congrats, Man!” Raf replied, sticking his hand out to shake.

“Thanks, Raf. I am surprised you didn’t get it. You were next in line,” Edgar said.

“General Veras offered it to me, but I didn’t take it. I don’t want the extra responsibility. Besides, you would look better in the uniform,” Raf said, grinning. 

We left the meeting and walked back to the 234th hangar. Raf, Edgar, and Captain Manning followed me back to my office. They seemed lost and stared into space as they stood next to each other, waiting for me to bark an order. Sparkles stared at me and turned his head, waiting
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